2. Home (and the Ruins That Remain)

irit: Yes; it is mine.
emad: But before . . . ?
[Irit shrugs her shoulders, signaling “no”]
emad: It’s hers. [Points to Soraya, who stands behind him]
irit: Really? Do you want to come in? Please, come in. . . . You can stay
here for as long as you want.
[Soraya, Emad, and Marwan, who accompanies them, enter the house.
We hear background conversations between Irit, a young Jewish Israeli
woman, and the two Palestinian men. Soraya walks around the house
quietly, as if trying to anchor memories (stories) in the concreteness of
the space]
soraya: What happened to all the furniture?
irit: I don’t know. I guess my parents got rid of it at some point.
Epigraph: Annemarie Jacir, dir., Salt of This Sea, Augustus Film, Clarity Productions, jba Production, Louverture Films, Mediapro Philistine Films, Tarantula Thelma Film, 2008; all descriptions in brackets are mine. This experience of trying to attach memories, or, in the case
of younger generations, stories, to a space that has changed over the years is repeated in many
descriptions of return, primarily of those belonging to the third generation of the Nakba, who
“experienced the Nakba through the imaginary of parents and grandparents” and returned to
visit their f amily homes a fter Oslo. (Salim Tamari, “Bourgeois Nostalgia and the Abandoned
City,” in Mixed Towns, Trapped Communities: Historical Narratives, Spatial Dynamics, Gender Relations
and Cultural Encounters in Palestinian-Israeli Towns, ed. Daniel Monterescu and Dan Rabinowitz
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emad: Do you know whose house this is?

[Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2007], 38). For some narration of such visits, see Ghassan Kanafani,
“Returning to Haifa,” in Palestine’s Children: Returning to Haifa and Other Stories (Boulder, CO:
Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2000), 149–96; Ghada Karmi, Return: A Palestinian Memoir (London: Verso Books, 2015); and Salim Tamari and Rema Hammami, “Virtual Returns to Jaffa,”
 hese stories and many o thers can
Journal of Palestine Studies 27, no. 4 (summer 1998): 65–79. T
be compared to similar stories from other contexts, such as stories of Cypriots returning to
their homes postpartition and finding them occupied by o thers. See, for example, Rebecca
Bryant, The Past in Pieces: Belonging in the New Cyprus (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2012); Yiannis Papadakis, Echoes from the Dead Zone: Across the Cyprus Divide (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). They can also be compared to the stories of Jews returning to
their homes in Eastern Europe a fter the Holocaust (for example, in Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah
[France, 1985]; I will return to the meaning of this analogy soon). Rosemary Sayigh notes that
these narratives of return, in which the “emotional climax of the narrative is the finding of
the original family h
 ouse,” is typical of refugees from urban areas. Those returning to their
lost villages tend to emphasize family and social ties or their tour in Palestine, which is, in
its entirety, their lost homeland (Rosemary Sayigh, “A House Is Not a Home: Permanent
Impermanence of Habitat for Palestinian Expellees in Lebanon,” Holy Land Studies 4, no. 1
[2005]: 33).
1 Vomiting here follows the comment about the loss of furniture—significantly, the loss of the
very materiality of the world, through the loss of belongings. Belongings, Rebecca Bryant
emphasizes, are a way of upholding a connection not just to a home that has been looted
but also to history. They “bring other possible f utures into our present,” and thus open the
possibility to imagine other outcomes in a reality of conflict (Rebecca Bryant, “History’s
Remainders: On Time and Objects after Conflict in Cyprus,” American Ethnologist 41, no. 4
[2014]: 684). Their loss might be therefore the loss of this horizon of alternative solutions
or futures—a world closing. With Sartre, we can add that nausea arises from this closing of
the world (Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: A Phenomenological Essay on Ontology [New York:
Open Road Media, (1943) 2012]; Jean-Paul Sartre, Nausea, trans. Lloyd Alexander [New York: New
Directions, 1964]).
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This dialogue, from the movie Salt of This Sea (2008) by Palestinian filmmaker Annemarie Jacir, describes the first encounter between Soraya and
Irit. Soraya is a Palestinian woman from Brooklyn, and Irit is a Jewish Israeli
who lives in the Jaffa home that used to belong to Soraya’s f amily until they
lost it in 1948. Now, sixty years later, Soraya returns to Palestine in search
of what her family left b ehind. A
 fter this scene of encounter, the camera
cuts to the seaside, where Soraya vomits.1 It is clear why Soraya cannot
bear the situation, seeing her home—a home in which she never lived and
probably never will, but that still is hers—both t here and gone; for the first
time so close and so unachievable, even partly disposed of; an entire world
thrown into the garbage (“got rid of at some point”). Irit, on the other hand,

2 Amahl Bishara, “House and Homeland: Examining Sentiments about and Claims to Jerusalem
and Its Houses,” Social Text 21, no. 2 (summer 2003): 143–44.
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seems almost unaffected by the encounter. The scene begins as she opens
the door, saying “hello” in Hebrew to the unknown persons knocking. Once
she learns who they are, there is no moment of hesitation, of doubt; she
immediately invites the visitors in and is very hospitable and friendly. As
the camera focuses on Soraya while she walks around the house, we hear
a background conversation between Irit and the two Palestinian men. In
this dialogue, Irit expresses her aversion to violence (although somewhat
simplistically: “I think everyone wants peace, except for the leaders”); she
shows sympathy for the situation of Soraya and the plight of Palestinians
in general (although without assuming any responsibility: “it is terrible the
situation, all this violence . . . Your grandfather left in ’48? It’s so sad, I wish
they stayed”). Irit even entertains the thought of a love affair with Marwan,
one of the Palestinian men—a violation of any regime of separation. But this
relaxed dialogue does not erase the violent infrastructure of the encounter,
the primordial act of expulsion.
What makes this scene so disturbing is precisely the hospitality and kindness with which Irit accepts her Palestinian guests. The moment Soraya
knocks on the door is the moment at which Irit cannot but face the act of
expropriation in its most concrete form. Soraya’s knock forces Irit to confront
the history—and present—of violence by her state, her family, and in a way
herself. And yet somehow, all this does not undo her own sense of belonging
and entitlement. Amahl Bishara observes that “even in the least controversial
contexts, we might feel a shred of displacement or disbelief if a former resident
of a h
 ouse we have long inhabited knocks on our door to remember past lives.”
This is since, she says, “the house is ‘our corner of the world,’ and it is difficult
to imagine sharing it.”2 Irit’s peacefulness when faced with a much more politi
cally charged knock on the door therefore seems like an act of indifference, an
acceptance that is in fact a refusal to see the past lives that inhabited her current home and a refusal to imagine a demand to share. She is willing to be hospitable (a very charged political concept) but does not stop to wonder w
 hether
she is the host or the guest in this situation. Watching this scene, I always want
her to vomit at its end, too.
Vomiting—this visceral, nonrational reaction of a body that cannot contain
the current moment—guides my query h
 ere. In a way, this chapter is an effort
to decipher this lack of existential nausea. If with Locke we met digestion as a
metaphor or structure for colonization, vomiting can be seen as its antidote—a

“Look, a Negro!” It was an external stimulus that flicked over me as I
passed by. I made a tight smile. “Look, a Negro!” It was true. It amused
me. “Look, a Negro!” The circle was drawing a bit tighter. I made no
secret of my amusement. “Mama, see the Negro! I’m frightened!” Frightened! Now they were beginning to be afraid of me. I made up my mind
to laugh myself to tears, but laughter had become impossible. . . . In the
train I was given not one but two, three places. I had already stopped
being amused. It was not that I was finding febrile coordinates in the
world. I existed triply: I occupied space. I moved toward the other . . . 
and the evanescent other, hostile but not opaque, transparent, not t here,
disappeared. Nausea.4
But if nausea is the outcome of meeting a world whose reality we cannot bear,
as both Sartre and Fanon argue, then would the colonial encounter not also
produce nausea in those among the settlers who, much like Irit, do not see
themselves as such?5 Would this moment, in which one realizes their own role
on the colonial playing field, not fracture the very being of t hose who see the
“political situation,” in Irit’s terminology, as the product of the unwillingness

3 For Sartre, nausea was the product of a direct encounter with the absurdity of existence (its
contingency). It was the product of, a symptom of, or the meaning of alienation that for him
began as a psychological phenomenon, but became a sociopolitical question (Sartre, Being and
Nothingness; Sartre, Nausea). Even without working in detail with the ontological dimensions
of existential phenomenology in which nausea is a mode through which Being is disclosed or
an outcome of this disclosure, the main insight remains worthy of investigation: nausea is the
outcome of meeting a world whose reality we cannot bear.
4 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks (New York: Pluto Press, [1967] 1986), 112. See analysis in
David Trotter, “Fanon’s Nausea,” Parallax 5, no. 2 (1999): 40.
5 As stated in the introduction, h
 ere I am using the concept of the “settler” broadly to refer to
the primary division assumed by the paradigm of settler colonialism. In the Israeli context, it is
common to contrast “settlers” with those living within Israel “proper,” using the former to refer
to those living beyond the 1967 borders. Analytically, however, if one works with the paradigm
of settler colonialism, at least most Israeli Jews belong to this category as well.
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refusal of the habit of digestion. Fanon’s critique of Sartre places existential
nausea in colonial settings.3 It shows how the radical inequality of the colonial
world produces the nausea of some (the colonized) and not others (the colonizers). Nausea is, for Fanon, the outcome of a racial world pressing against the
self, producing a corporeal scheme the body comes to inhabit yet cannot fully
inhabit; it is a racial mode of alienation in which the self and the black body are
dissociated via the racist gaze:

This chapter is a story of various encounters with colonial reality in an
effort to offer some reflections on how and when identity overcomes, or bypasses, the potential crisis produced by the Palestinian knock on the door. This
knock can be metaphorical or concrete; it can be sudden (as in the case of Irit)
or much subtler and more enduring, since the traces of the act of dispossession
were there all along, visible to all. Israelis live amid a multiplicity of Palestinian
homes in many physical states: some are but rubble and some, like Irit’s, are
still whole. Ultimately, my argument is that the possibility to live amid the
destruction one generates is key to understanding projects of settler colonialism wherein attachment to places of settlement always generates violence, if
not constitutes a form of violence in and of itself. I shall argue that this is not
merely the possibility to turn one’s gaze and consciousness away from violence
but also the possibility to develop an attachment to violence itself. Indeed,
6 I allude here to one mechanism of dissociation examined in the theoretical overview.
7 Michael Rothberg, The Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and Perpetrators (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2019); Bruce Robbins, The Beneficiary (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
2017).
8 “Accepting the reality of being a colonizer means agreeing to be a non-legitimate privileged
person, that is, a usurper. . . . This amounts to saying that at the very time of his triumph, he
admits that what triumphs in him is an image which he condemns. . . . This self-defeating pro
cess pushes the usurper to go one step further; to wish the disappearance of the usurped, whose
very existence causes him to take the role of usurper, and whose heavier and heavier oppression
makes him more and more an oppressor himself.” Albert Memmi, The Colonizer and the Colonized
(London: Souvenir Press, [1974] 2016), 96.
9 Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxie ties and Colonial Common Sense (Prince
ton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009), 3.
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of “leaders”?6 Would it not disturb the identity of those who are sure that they
belong to a peace-seeking, liberal, democratic majority—like so many Israelis
and so many o thers who are implicated, in Michael Rothberg’s terminology,
in systematic violence, and often systematically benefit from it7—and who,
therefore, see themselves as neither responsible for the violence of the past
nor as current usurpers (to refer to Memmi’s definition of settlers)?8 If one
perceives oneself as such—if one indeed is a nonviolent, liberal, progressive
person—would the contradiction of the colonial situation not become too difficult to bear with this encounter? And if one can remain indifferent, what are
the “habits of the heart and the redirections of sentiments fostered by colonial
regimes”9 that give rise to such peacefulness, such confidence, even when one
can no longer deny their own role in history?

10 Wendy Brown, “Wounded Attachments,” Political Theory 21, no. 3 (August 1993): 390–91.
11 Brown, “Wounded Attachments,” 391.
12 On the historicity and contingency of this formation and the fact that it was not a necessary
form of the state-to-be, see Ariella Azoulay, “Civil Alliances—Palestine, 1947–1948,” Settler Colonial Studies 4, no. 4 (2014): 413–33; Yuval Evri and Hagar Kotef, “When Does a Native Become a
Settler?,” Constellations (forthcoming).
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sometimes, the very normalization of living amid the remnants of violence allows one not to see, to deny. And yet the decision to place this chapter’s main
parable in the depopulated Palestinian h
 ouse that has been repopulated by an
Israeli Jew is meant to highlight, rather, the degree to which people must know.
Irit—as a placeholder or a symbol—clearly exhibits some of the mechanisms
of denial mapped in the theoretical overview. Yet working through the figure
of her home, and particularly through the moment Soraya enters it, I want
to emphasize here the extent to which Irit also occupies the position of those
who see and ultimately embrace violence, those who become attached to it, or
perhaps have always been, in this way or another.
In a sense, my argument follows Wendy Brown’s understanding of liberal
identity as constituted by wounded attachments, by “logics of pain” that work in
tandem with, or against, the “emancipatory democratic project[s] within which
they are constituted.”10 The wounds and pain that transpire through these pages
are very different from the ones Brown exposes, but something of the structure is
nonetheless identical. In both Brown’s and my analysis, various political projects
and genealogies of selves (or communities) carry certain attachments to identity
itself. The need to hold on to this identity thus remains, even if it eventually does
not abide by the democratic ideals that s haped it to begin with. Liberal Zionism
can be seen as one such attachment, since it contains an image of the self (as liberal, progressive, democratic, leftist) that is carried through a project (the state
of Israel in its current formation) that eventually subverts the “emancipatory
aims” of this “politicized identity.”11 Liberal Zionism, in other words, is sustained
through a political project that undoes the very liberalism on which it is based.
There is, therefore, a “wound” at its foundation. To be clear, the “wound” at the
basis of this attachment is a function of this identity being an injurious one—an
identity causing the very concrete wounds of others. But the self cannot really
renounce the injurious facets of her being, despite refusing to see herself in them,
because she is attached to the very structures that necessarily produce them (the
Jewish state in our case, at least in its current formation).12
Differently put, the Israeli attachment to territory is at least derivatively
also an attachment to the act of colonization, since the latter is the condition

13 On the democratic facets of Israel, see note 16 in the introduction.
14	Here, I follow Raef Zreik’s insistence that Zionism has always been both a settler-colonial proj
ect and a national movement, albeit from a different perspective and through a different lens.
Raef Zreik, “Leumit ve colonialit [National and colonial]” [in Hebrew], Ha’aretz, July 21, 2015.
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for the self ’s placement in the land. But this is a wounded attachment, because
the attachment to colonization is imposed on the self: it is the inevitable outcome of the attachment to the land (which is also an attachment to a national
identity), and it materializes despite an attachment to the emancipatory politi
cal aims of the democratic state/society, with which it is in tension. The story
of this chapter is a story of the surfacing of these attachments as an outcome of
the colonial encounter—of the moment when one has to confront the injurious elements of her identity.
To tell the story of Israel’s politics or culture through these attachments is
to refuse, on the one hand, simple tropes that are often used to describe the
nondemocratic elements of the Israeli state and society (e.g., “fascism”); it is to
show the conflicting elements within Jewish Israeli identity that call us to move
beyond such simplifications. On the other hand, such a mode of storytelling
also refuses the refusal to recognize how deep and structural these antidemo
cratic elements are within Israeli identity. To tell this story is to insist on talking
about the impossibility of the democratic project in Israel (in its current formation) while also refusing to dismiss the democratic desires of many of its architects and citizens, as well as its concrete democratic facets.13 It is to work with
the assumption that identities, as well as political constellations, are ambiguous
and self-contradicting in ways that allow both these sides to coexist—the demo
cratic and the colonial, the emancipatory and the oppressive—and to consider
the deep, structural attachments to both these sides.14 However, this is just one
political story to tell. This chapter focuses on liberal Zionism and Zionists who
see themselves as part of the liberal Left but still live inside, and are conditioned
by, the ruination of the Palestinian home and homeland. As w
 ill become clear
by its end, and as the epilogue for part I insisted, these are usually Ashkenazi
Jews (of European descent), whose appropriation of Palestinian space is differ
ent from parallel appropriations in the case of other ethnic groups among the
Jewish citizenry. It is a story of p
 eople of means, or p
 eople who came to acquire
means also through this appropriation of Palestinian land, which is different
from stories of those whose settlement in Palestinian neighborhoods was rather
a step in their economic deprivation. The story here, then, does not pretend to
tell a unified story of “Israelis.” An altogether different story will be at the focus
of the next part of this book. There are many more stories to tell.

15 Arguments that were made most efficiently by Gil Z. Hochberg’s Visual Occupation: Violence and Visibility in a Conflict Zone (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2015); and Noam Leshem’s Life after
Ruin: The Struggles over Israel’s Depopulated Arab Spaces (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016).
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this chapter is composed of two ways of telling the stories of t hese
wounded attachments. One focuses on Israeli Jews, much like Irit, who live in
Palestinian houses—concretely, or more metaphorically, as a form of inhabiting
the land. I begin with some stories of encounter similar to the story presented
in Salt of This Sea. I do so both to substantiate the scene’s status of example and
to continue tracing the sentiments and narratives that entrench the Israeli
presence in these homes. At the same time, t hese stories are brought h
 ere from
the perspective of Palestinians as a way of insisting on their presence in t hese
chronicles, not merely as “absent,” expelled, or disposed of, but as narrators and
agents. I continue in the second section with a historical sketch of the physical reaction to the colonial encounter (nausea, pain). While it does not fully
unpack a history of Jewish immigration to Palestine, this section nevertheless
marks some important moments in what can be thought of as the encounter
with an inhabited land and the inability to contain the implication of “settling”
this land on one’s identity and sense of home. More crudely put, this section
points to moments of nausea of the type Irit failed to inhabit, moments that
emerge from the friction between the promise of Zionism—the self-image and
the fantasy of home in the land of Israel (Eretz Israel)—and the material reality
of dispossession and violence. The third section offers some observations about
the attachment to violence and destruction that may explain why in some cases
this friction does not lead to a form of existential nausea. I show how ruination
was integrated into the Israeli identity in a way that resolves the conflict that
would otherwise emerge from the colonial encounter. The act of inhabiting the
depopulated house thus becomes an example for a wider process, but also a meta
phor for a mode of inhabiting the land.
The next section, “Home and Away,” moves to a diff erent mode of storytelling.
Rather than the depopulated home/land that has been repopulated, it focuses on
landscapes of ruins. This section also begins from a very different theoretical
framework: it begins by looking at the mechanism of denial and invisibility that
allows the bypassing of the above crisis of identity. It looks at p
 eople’s ability to
not see—an explanation for violence’s endurance that I will seek to question.
Indeed, Irit’s lack of nausea is a way of marking that perhaps the fantasy of home
and homeland itself has changed, so that violence no longer contradicts it or
that one found other ways to negotiate her being with violence. In other words,
ultimately, I argue not merely that the efforts to erase, deny, or turn a blind eye to

Other Stories
Even though the possibility of Palestinians’ return often produces profound
anxieties in the Israeli public and brings about aggression, active rejection, or
persistent entrenchment in hegemonic Israeli narratives, Irit’s peacefulness is
nonetheless representative of something I wish to capture h
 ere. It is the calmness of someone who can no longer be undone by the presence of the other;
a settled way of inhabitation; an established mode of living-in (in violence, in
another’s home). This calmness is the triumph of the project of settlement. To
substantiate this claim beyond the cinematic moment, I bring here two stories
(two out of many that could have replaced Salt of This Sea as a gateway for this
chapter), some data, and supporting literature.
The number of Jews who live or have lived in abandoned Palestinian
homes is far from clear. In regard to the formative years of the state, this
ambiguity arises b ecause of the dynamic nature of housing at the time and
the obscurity of the object measured. T
 here were Palestinian homes that
served as temporary houses for Jews who were later evicted; there were Jewish immigrants who infiltrated Palestinians’ abandoned homes despite poliHome (and the Ruins That Remain) · 145
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violence fail,15 but also that we must recognize and explore the ways in which vio
lence is affirmed, embraced, and becomes constitutive of selves and communities. Accordingly, the following two sections shift analytical frames and point to
the integration of violence into Israeli identity: The fifth section, “Home in the
Ruins,” shows the ruin’s integration into the landscape as an object of desire. The
sixth section, “The Self and Its Violence,” moves to the appropriation of other
elements of Palestinians’ lives into Jewish Israeli locality and identity and shows
to what extent this appropriation is an appropriation of violence. This latter argument is more fully developed in the epilogue to this part. The sixth section
also provides a brief sketch of the ethnic as well as temporal boundaries of this
chapter’s argument. In the concluding note, I offer a brief and anecdotal history
of the outcome of this appropriation: the full embrace of current Israeli violence.
In some sense, then, this chapter offers a historical narration, tracing a shift
from modes of dissociation wherein the colonial encounter (the knock on the
door, the confrontation with one’s position as a settler) still generates crisis to
the adoption of a nonconflictual approach to violence. To some extent, if one
traces general shifts in public opinion, this is a historical story about Israeli
society from pre-1948 u
 ntil today. But, as we s hall see with Irit, this “process”
often occurs almost instantly and can also be seen as the coexistence of conflictual positions within a single individual.

Story I
The documentary Stranger in My Home (2007) by Sahera Dirbas follows
eight Palestinians who return to Jerusalem to visit the homes they lost
in 1948. The film chronicles them as they tell stories about their home
and its loss, accompanies them as they wander anxiously around the
staircases and the yards, too nervous to bring themselves to knock on
the door. T
 hese nervous moments prepare us for the encounter between past and present homeowners, but the encounters themselves
are brought into the frame only in the last few minutes of the film, if at
16 For a detailed narration of many of these processes, see Benny Morris, The Birth of the Palestinian
Refugee Problem Revisited (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 282–95. On the role of
state as well as private “initiatives” in this effort of settlement, see Arnon Golan, “The 1948 War
time Resettlement of Former Arab Areas in West Jerusalem,” Middle Eastern Studies 51, no. 5 (2015):
804–20; see also Leshem, Life after Ruin, esp. 83–97.
17 According to Arnon Golan, “most of the 72,000 Jewish 1948 refugees found shelter in former
Arab urban areas, and among them almost 30,000 remained permanently.” Those remaining
thus amounted to 4 percent of the population at the time, yet this data does not include nonrefugees who moved to Arab h
 ouses, and Morris claims that several thousand nonimmigrants
found at least temporary residence in houses in Palestinian neighborhoods. The phenomenon
expanded during the next wave of immigration, between 1949 and 1951: “Of the 690,000 Jewish
immigrants who streamed into Israel [during these years], about 125,000 were h
 oused in former
Arab areas.” Most of those w
 ere settled in Arab houses immediately a fter the war: 110,000 out
of the 190,000 who arrived between June 1948 and April 1949. Roughly 22 percent of the total
population at the time, then, lived in depopulated Arab houses. Arnon Golan, “Jewish Settlement of Former Arab Towns and Their Incorporation into the Israeli Urban System (1948–50),”
Israel Affairs 9, nos. 1–2 (2002): 149; Morris, Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem Revisited, 395. See
also Yael Allweil, Homeland: Zionism as Housing Regime, 1860–2011 (London: Routledge, 2017), 173,
for slightly different data that nevertheless reflects a similar scale.
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cies that required their eviction and demolition; there were contradictory
policies, wherein some ministries ordered new immigrants or soldiers (or
both groups, or one over the other) to take over depopulated apartments
while others ordered them to wait; t here were those who w
 ere officially sent
to settle in Palestinian h
 ouses but soon left—either because they did not
find the accommodations fitting or b ecause they w
 ere forced out by other
families.16 There was therefore a wide range of categories created between
official policies and individual, sometimes illegal actions; between temporary residences and permanent homes; and between different moments on
the timeline. But no matter how one counts, the numbers are significant.17

* Danna Piroyansky, “From Island to Archipelago: The Sakakini House in Qatamon
and Its Shifting Ownerships throughout the Twentieth Century,” Middle Eastern
Studies 48, no. 6 (2012): 869.
** Tom Segev, The Seventh Million: The Israelis and the Holocaust (New York: Hill and
Wang, 1993), 161. See also Walid Khalidi, ed., All That Remains: The Palestinian Villages
Occupied and Depopulated by Israel in 1948 (Washington, DC: Institute for Palestine
Studies, 1992), xxxii, for a description of all the belongings that were left behind—the
“furniture, silver, pictures, carpets, libraries and heirlooms.” T
 here are countless stories of such items left, and then found.
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all. In most cases, the Jewish homeowners are almost as welcoming as
Irit; most express sympathy for the pain of the Palestinian who was the
previous owner, and most—who are much older than Irit—claim they
can understand this loss since they went through the same experience
in Europe. Some also share stories about their recent visits to their old
homes in Poland or East Germany, as if to echo the current situation.
They mention how they felt when seeing their prewar home inhabited
by others and the awful sense that ensued after seeing that so much
was still there, or the awful feeling that came from witnessing that
everything had changed. Evoking this sense of familiarity places them
on a presumably equal grounding with their “guests,” thereby cleansing
them of their responsibility. In all cases, the Palestinians insist (usually
in Arabic, speaking to the director rather than the homeowner) that
the ground is not equal, and that the experience is not a shared one.
Whereas the movie provides but a glimpse into the state of mind of the
Jewish occupants, this narrative of equality begins to show how one negotiates their status as dispossessor within an ethical frame. Pointing
to the suffering of the self—the self who causes the suffering—mitigates
the recognition that one has caused another to suffer. Danna Piroyansky sees this claim as a means to “settl[e] the score” and to assert that
the act of resettlement of the house is a “fait accompli.”* Tom Segev’s
critical analysis of 1948 replicates something of this pattern when he
frames the Nakba as a replacement: “Free p
 eople—Arabs—had gone
into exile and become destitute refugees; destitute refugees—Jews—
took the exiles’ places as a first step in their new lives as free p
 eople.
One group lost all they had, while the other found everything they
needed—tables, chairs, closets, pots, pans, plates, sometimes clothes,
family albums, books, radios, and pets.”** My claim here is not that this

In 1950, right after the war, the Development Authority (Transfer of
Property) Law had regularized the transference of sixty-nine thousand
apartments, h
 ouses, and buildings of Palestinians to centralized Israeli
hands (that is, to the Development Authority), yet some of the process continued in later years and some was less centralized.18 Benny Morris provides
some of the most systematic data regarding the years preceding this law.
Morris shows the gradual shifts in policy in regard to emptied Palestinian
houses: in the early stages of the war, h
 ouses were to be kept intact for the
return of refugees and h
 ouses deemed unfit for reinhabitation w
 ere demolished. But as the war continued, the idea of a Palestinian return was gradually pushed aside, and in opposition to it we see explicit efforts to make Arab
houses (sometimes still populated, sometimes already emptied) available for
18 Yfaat Weiss, A Confiscated Memory: Wadi Salib and Haifa’s Lost Heritage, trans. Avner Greenberg
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 82. For a detailed account of the transference of
property, see Geremy Forman and Alexandre Kedar, “From Arab Land to ‘Israel Lands’: The
Legal Dispossession of the Palestinians Displaced by Israel in the Wake of 1948,” Environment and
Planning D: Society and Space 22, no. 6 (December 2004): 809–30.
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symmetry is e ither faulted or accurate; I am interested only in how it
is deployed and how, in t hese cases of encounter, it helps dismantle a
potential sense of guilt. At any rate, keep in mind those tables, chairs,
pots, and pans—that furniture that Irit’s parents “got rid of.” They keep
returning in these stories as a way of bringing homes to life and making
present those who lived between the walls now occupied by others.
But perhaps more interestingly, the film shows where a complete
deadlock emerges—when the very effort of justification halts and gives
way to full negation. A woman arrives at her beautiful, large home. The
man currently living t here is the most welcoming Israeli in the film. He
says he has been looking for the Palestinian family and wants to hear
about their fate. He writes down their names and stories as the woman
tells them and invites the w
 oman to stay longer. As she turns to leave,
she asks about the market value of the h
 ouse. He replies: “about a million
and a half.” Not a pause to wonder who is entitled to this significant real-
estate yield. The material demand (even if latent) generates a silence.
Not even a refusal.

19
20
21
22

Morris, Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem Revisited, 369–95.
Morris, Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem Revisited, 382–83, 386, 390.
According to Falah’s count. I elaborate on this number in the epilogue to part I.
Ghazi Falah, “The 1948 Israeli-Palestinian War and Its Aftermath: The Transformation and De-
Signification of Palestine’s Cultural Landscape,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers
86 (June 1996): 264.
23 Sharif Kanaana, Still on Vacation! The Eviction of the Palestinians in 1948 (Jerusalem: Jerusalem
International Center for Palestinian Studies, 1992). Kanaana’s categories are: (i) villages completely obliterated and replaced by reforestation; (ii) villages destroyed, with some structures
remaining on the landscape; (iii) villages destroyed and land cultivated by Israelis; (iv) villages
destroyed and replaced by Israeli settlements; (v) villages partly destroyed with some buildings in use by Israelis (e.g., for ranches); (vi) villages partly destroyed but with many buildings
Home (and the Ruins That Remain) · 149

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/829497/9781478012863-004.pdf by UNIVERSITY OF SYDNEY user on 05 May 2022

new immigrants or soldiers and their families.19 First w
 ere the mixed cities
of Jaffa, Haifa, and Jerusalem, where immigrants and internally displaced
Jewish families w
 ere accommodated in abandoned h
 ouses immediately a fter
the flight of Palestinian families and sometimes, at least in Jaffa, following
an active removal of Palestinian families for the explicit purpose of providing such accommodations. L
 ater, Jews were settled in Palestinian cities such
as Lydda or Ramle. Very few of the depopulated villages w
 ere resettled using
existing houses; even when new Jewish settlements w
 ere established to replace the Palestinian ones, “it proved easier to simply level the villages and
build completely new settlements on the site or nearby.”20 Ghazi Falah conducted an extensive survey of depopulated villages during the late 1980s to
early 1990s. By this time, roughly forty years a fter the war, he managed to
access 407 out of the 418 villages that were depopulated during the war.21 Of
these, 81 villages were completely obliterated, so that no trace remained to
attest that they had once existed; 140 villages were completely destroyed,
but rubble was still identified; and 134 villages w
 ere mostly destroyed, with
some walls or even h
 ouses left, but no h
 ouses reoccupied by Jewish families. In 50 villages some h
 ouses were left intact and w
 ere repopulated by
Jewish families while all other h
 ouses were destroyed, of which 15 villages
were repopulated by one or two Jewish families, while in 35 villages more
than two families moved to the Palestinian depopulated village.22 Sharif
Kanaana offers a slightly different categorization that makes it possible to
discern villages that became part of the urban landscape in Israel, with half-
destroyed villages turned into parks, intact buildings used by Israeli institutions, or partly destroyed villages surrounded or partly covered by Jewish
neighborhoods.23

still standing, usually surrounded or partly covered by Jewish neighborhoods; (vii) villages only
partly destroyed or intact, which have been taken over by Jewish residents; (viii) preserved villages that have been transformed into museums or artist colonies; (ix) intact buildings used by
Israeli institutions; (x) destroyed villages turned into parks; and (xi) Arab villages preserved and
repopulated by Palestinian refugees.
24 Leshem, Life after Ruin, 17. See also Tovi Fenster, “Do Palestinians Live across the Road? Address
and the Micropolitics of Home in Israeli Contested Urban Spaces.” Environment and Planning A:
Economy and Space 46, no. 10 (2014): 2435–51; Susan Slyomovics, The Object of Memory: Arab and Jew
Narrate the Palestinian Village (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1998).
25 Yael Navaro-Yashin, “Affective Spaces, Melancholic Objects: Ruination and the Production
of Anthropological Knowledge,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 15, no. 1 (2009): 6.
Navaro-Yashin’s work focuses on Turkish Cypriots who have come to inhabit the homes of
Greek Cypriots after the partition and mass expulsions. She shows how such practices of appropriation produce political and personal melancholia. They shape a sociopolitical system that is
based on the integration of that which it wants to reject (the enemy). Ruins are conceptualized
by her as abject, yet unlike the models of Kristeva and Mary Douglas, in her case study “the
abject, or ‘the ruin’, is not that against which the social order or political system was defined.
Rather, the abject has become central to the social order or the political system itself ” (6).
Bryant, however, questions this conclusion, based on ethnographic work in similar sites during the same time (Bryant, “History’s Remainders”).
26 Tovi Fenster, “Moving between Addresses: Home and Belonging for Jewish Migrant and Indigenous Palestinian Women over Seventy in Israel,” Home Cultures 10, no. 2 (2013): 172. T
 here are many
autobiographical or ethnographic accounts of Jews who became o wners of Palestinian homes that
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Several recent ethnographic works have engaged with the meaning of living
in someone e lse’s home, appropriating the intimate spaces of the e nemy, and
populating “the emptiness left by recurring demolitions and destruction”—in
Israel and elsewhere.24 In a different geopolitical context, Yael Navaro-Yashin’s
ethnographic work shows how life in the depopulated home of one’s enemy
produces a fragmented, if not failed, sense of belonging. When “one’s very dinner table, lounge or bedroom” and “the night gown she wears or the cookery
she uses” are items belonging to others, collected or found in the aftermath
of war, one is unable to be fully at home, she argues.25 But it seems that over
time, this conflictual attachment (“melancholic,” in her terms) is negotiated
and sublimated. Tovi Fenster’s work on home and belonging in Israel/Palestine includes several interviews with w
 omen who used to live in depopulated
Palestinian homes. Her m
 other, one of t hese interviewees, claimed: “We d
 idn’t
steal it” (referring to her home as well as the furniture she collected from other
Palestinian houses in Jaffa). “We got it, that’s why I felt at home. The table
where we used to eat every Friday night even a fter I got married, the bed I
slept in, we w
 ere having guests and we w
 ere laughing and talking and this was
26
a family.” Note again the role of the table and the bed, which emphasize the

Story II
Edward Said never knocked on the door when he visited his home in
Jerusalem. “More than anything else, it was the house I did not, could
not, enter that symbolized the eerie finality of a history that looked at
me from behind the shaded windows, across an immense gulf I found
myself unable to cross.”* Therefore, the current story of encounter takes
a slightly different form. Rather than a story of Said’s encounter with
the persons inhabiting his home, it is a story of Said’s encounter with the
Israeli news reporter Ari Shavit, who interviewed him for the Israeli daily
Ha’aretz. Nonetheless, the first lines of the interview in the Hebrew edition
frame it as a story of encounter between present and former homeowners:
“Fifty-three years ago, Edward Said’s family lived in the Jerusalem neigh* Edward W. Said, The Politics of Dispossession: The Struggle for Palestinian Self-
Determination 1969–1994 (New York: Knopf Doubleday, [1995] 2012), 181. Said visited
his home several times—the first was in June 1992, and several o thers followed. He
accounts for these visits in many interviews, essays, and books. As we shall see in
the notes below, different sentiments are reported in some of them. But he could
never bring himself to go in.

just “stood t here.” See, e.g., Nimrod Eshel, The Seamen’s Strike [in Hebrew] (Tel Aviv: Am Oved,
1994); Einat Fishbein, “Eviction-Construction: The Story of the Argazim Neighborhood” [in
Hebrew], Adva Center, April 2003, http://www.adva.org/UserFiles/File/pinui%20binui%20shhunat%20argazim.p
 df.
27 Bryant, “History’s Remainders,” 684.
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material life that ended and the lives that came to replace them. In the syntax
of this sentence, the bed connects the intimacy of the couple (the marriage
that precedes it in the sentence) with the wider community of friends and
family. Indeed, Rebecca Bryant observes that it is often belongings—which are
objects she defines via “possession, desire, and mutual interdependence”—that
maintain or interrupt the attachment to homes, communities, and even historical narratives and political horizons.27 Furniture therefore returns in many
of the accounts in this chapter, as in the trigger for Soraya’s vomiting, Segev’s
analysis, or the conversation between Said and Ibrahim Abu-Lughod below.
The fact that the history, told by Fenster’s mother, of both house and belonging remained a secret for years attests to the threat that this history en-

** Ari Shavit, “My Right of Return,” Ha’aretz, September 25, 2003, https://www.haaretz
.co.il/m
 isc/1 .912891; my translation. The English translation begins differently. En
glish version at Edward W. Said, Power, Politics, and Culture: Interviews with Edward W.
Said, ed. Gauri Viswanathan (New York: Vintage Books, 2001).
*** It might be important to note, however, that in a visit to his home documented in In
Search of Palestine (1998), Said himself insists that his attachment to the place is not
physical, as he has “resigned [himself] to the loss.” It is rather “intellectual and cultural, and in some sense spiritual” (he would l ater add: moral). Whereas Said comes
to insist on the materiality of return in the interview with Shavit, in the documentary it is Ibrahim Abu-Lughod, who accompanies him, who refuses to relinquish the
materiality of loss—of home and attachment. Abu-Lughod asks, if only as a joke,
whether Said thinks the bed in which he was born is still t here, embodying, once
again, through the reference to furniture (and moreover, a bed) the most intimate,
physical, direct sense of attachment to the place. (See also the analysis in Amahl
Bishara, “House and Homeland,” 150–51.)
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borhood of Talbieh. Ari Shavit lives in it now.”** Indeed, Shavit keeps
referring to Talbieh as his neighborhood, and significant segments of
the conversation revolve around the question of Said’s entitlement to it.
Long descriptions of Said’s family home in Jerusalem open the interview
and later become a platform for Shavit’s fear of Palestinian return. “Do
you personally have a right to return, a right to return to Talbieh in Jerusalem?” Shavit asks, and Said replies: “For me, Talbieh is a house. The
family house, located on Brenner Street, by what is today a small park.
When I went there for the first time in 1992, I had with me a deed to
my family’s house, given to me by my uncle. He wanted me to see what
could be done.” Shavit finds such a demand difficult to digest. He re-asks
the question regarding this return several times, at some point realizing
(though he still must ask, as if finding it impossible to conceive): “So the
demand to return is not abstract. It’s not only a metaphor. Do you r eally
mean it?”*** Said insists that he does. In the most concrete way. Prob
ably unable to endure the implications of Said’s response, Shavit completely reframes it at the end of the interview, in a paragraph that merits
quoting in full. This paragraph is brought only to the Hebrew-speaking
reader (this paragraph, too, was not translated in the English version of
the article) after the interview has ended, in Shavit’s voice rather than
Said’s—above the latter’s words, despite them, against them:

Not the Nakba but the collapse of empires; not an imperial domination but its very decline; the loss not of place but of cultural affiliations;
not land but culture; not concrete homes but metaphorical, abstract
ones. Thus, Shavit, representing the voice of Israelis, does not carry
any responsibility for this loss, which is an outcome of imperial realignments, and his own home in Talbieh no longer represents any form of
dispossession. But this paragraph is so foreign to the words preceding it
that one must wonder how the two can inhabit the same article. Ann
Stoler reminds us that “people know and do not know, not sequentially
but at the very same time.” This paragraph illustrates how “knowing is
disabled, attention is redirected, t hings are renamed, and disregard is
**** Shavit, “My Right of Return”; my translation, my italics.
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What characterizes the New York scholar is a combination of several fascinating paradoxes: on the one hand, Said is probably the
most famous Palestinian refugee in the West, but on the other, he
is not entirely a refugee, at least not according to his own definition. . . . On the one hand, Said is considered to be a resolute critic
of imperialism, particularly British imperialism, but on the other, he
is not a victim of this imperialism but rather a typical and successful
product of it: he was educated in the schools of the British Empire
in Egypt, to which he was sent owing to the capital his f ather made
as a merchant u
 nder the patronage of the Empire and thanks to his
close ties with it. So perhaps the real personal drama of Said has to
do with the fact that his real lost homeland was not Palestine. Said’s lost
homeland is not geographical at all, but rather cultural. It was a Mediterranean bourgeois culture, Christian-Arab, open, pluralistic, that
evolved in the eastern Mediterranean in the second half of the twentieth c entury. But this culture was dependent on the patronage of the
large European powers, and when they retreated from the Middle
East, it dissolved. Thus, the real disaster that defined the life of the
individual person Edward Said was not the 1948 Nakba but the collapse of the class and culture to which he belonged. This collapse
turned Said, his family members and his fellow Christian-Arab bourgeoisie
into placeless, stateless people, without any cultural home.****

***** Ann Laura Stoler, “Colonial Aphasia: Race and Disabled Histories in France,” Public
Culture 23, no. 1 (winter 2011): 141, 153.

tails. Thus, even though she declares she did not steal anything and felt at
home, she also tells Fenster in another interview: “I’m uncomfortable with it,
because it shows that the Arabs were right.”28 Yet ultimately, this threat has
been negotiated so that it would not disturb the sense of belonging and home.
The mother does not exhibit the same conflictual attitude to place and belonging found in Navaro-Yashin’s accounts. The threat is still present and still
calls for a variety of strategies to defuse it (such as the claim of symmetry in
Stranger in My Home, the reframing of words in Shavit’s account of Said, and the
secrets kept by Fenster’s mother) but has been almost dissolved. In such cases,
knowledge of past injustices and the realization that one’s home is indeed an
act of theft might lead not to a rejection of this violence and a search for more
justice but, rather, to further entrenching oneself in one’s position, one’s home.
In a way at least, this process of confrontation and entrenchment is the story
of this chapter.

A Home That Is Another’s
According to a famous tale that has been cited (in slightly different versions)
by several scholars, a fact-finding delegation sent to Palestine in the 1890s by
the Jewish Congress reported back that “the bride is beautiful but is married
to another man.”29 Several decades and a few wars later, Levi Eshkol, then
prime minister, expressed a similar sentiment when, three months a fter the
1967 war, he told Golda Meir, then the Labor Party’s general secretary: “I
28 Fenster, “Do Palestinians Live across the Road?,” 2437.
29 E.g., Benjamin Beit-Hallahmi, Original Sins: Reflections on the History of Zionism and Israel (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 1992), 74; Ghada Karmi, Married to Another Man: Israel’s Dilemma in Palestine
(Ann Arbor: Pluto Press, 2007); Avi Raz, The Bride and the Dowry: Israel, Jordan, and the Palestinians
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revived and sustained.”***** It is not that Shavit is blind; he goes to see
Said’s house and describes it elaborately at the beginning of the piece.
It is not that he refuses to listen; he conducts a lengthy interview and
brings Said’s words to print. But at the same time, he does something
to these words; he “renames,” “disables,” and “disregards” them, to use
Stoler’s terms.

30
31
32

33

in the Aftermath of the June 1967 War (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2012). Shai Afsai,
however, claims this myth was never established in any primary resource. Shai Afsai, “ ‘The
Bride Is Beautiful, but She Is Married to Another Man’: Historical Fabrication and an Anti-
Zionist Myth,” Shofar: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Jewish Studies 30, no. 3 (spring 2012): 35–61.
Cited in Neve Gordon, “From Colonization to Separation: Exploring the Structure of Israel’s
Occupation,” Third World Quarterly 29, no. 1 (2005): 29.
Gordon, “From Colonization to Separation,” 29. See also his Israel’s Occupation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008).
Lorenzo Veracini, “Settler Collective, Founding Violence and Disavowal: The Settler Colonial
Situation,” Journal of Intercultural Studies 29, no. 4 (2008): 370. Or, in Francis Jennings’s words
in regard to a different context: “The American land was more like a w
 idow than a virgin. Eu
ropeans did not find a wilderness h
 ere; rather, however involuntarily, they made one.” Francis
Jennings, The Invasion of Americ a: Indians, Colonialism, and the Cant of Conquest (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, [1975] 2010), 30.
E.g., Falah, “1948 Israeli-Palestinian War”; Forman and Kedar, “From Arab Land”; Gordon, Israel’s Occupation; Nur Masalha, Expulsion of the Palestinians: The Concept of “Transfer” in Zionist Po
litical Thought, 1882–1948 (Washington, DC: Institute for Palestine Studies, 1992); Ilan Pappé, The
Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine (London: One World, 2006).
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understand . . . you covet the dowry, but not the bride.” 30 As Neve Gordon
argues, this articulates the “first separation principle” of colonization (which
he ascribes to the 1967 occupation but, as we see with the case of the first dele
gation, is embedded into Zionism from its outset): the separation of land (the
bride in the first story or dowry in the second) and people (the other man in
the first and the bride in the second).31 In these domestic, if not sexual analogies, the object of desire—be it a married woman or money—is the land. Other
people (the bride herself or her husband) interrupt the possibility of peacefully
consummating it. T
 hose others, however, are an obstacle not only to settlement (the realization of the love of territory) but also to desire as such: in the
first story, a married w
 oman may be an object of desire, but this desire is likely
to be more ambivalent, and the object of desire may be abandoned eventually;
this was indeed the proposal made by the Zionist delegation. In the second
case, we may wonder about the failures in the order of desire when desire is
not attached to its intended object—bride—but to a materiality that comes to
replace it—dowry. The pattern follows t hose of familiar thrillers: the obstacle
for desire must be removed. If the settlers’ “libidinal economy,” as Veracini has
called it, is invested in the idea of the virginity of the land (its “emptiness”),
then the most proximate alternative to virginity is to turn the married wife or,
in the second version, the newly wedded husband, into a w
 idow(er).32 What is
revealed in this analogy goes beyond the need to separate land and p
 eople by
33
various means, on which many have elaborated. What is important for the

sake of my argument h
 ere is that the domestic/sexual analogy shows the collapse—or at least destabilization—of the attachment to the object of desire. It
renders vivid the “painful conflict between fantasy and reality” that, according to Veracini, is “bound to produce a traumatic outcome.”34

34 Veracini, “Settler Collective,” 365, 368.
35 Yosef Haim Brenner, The Writings of Yosef Haim Brenner [in Hebrew], vol. 4 (Tel Aviv: Shtibel,
1937), 153; translated in Anita Shapira, Land and Power: The Zionist Resort to Force, 1881–1948 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999), 54–55. The farmers are abstract because, in fact, it
was Palestinian workers who cultivated the land.
36 Shapira, Land and Power, 54.
37	There are many other such stories from the time. Ahad Ha’am, who visited Palestine in 1891,
wrote a description of the journey organized around a fantasy breaking apart. It opens with
the “meditations and fantasies” (in Hebrew: dimionot, also translatable as “illusions”) he had
156 · Chapter 2

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/829497/9781478012863-004.pdf by UNIVERSITY OF SYDNEY user on 05 May 2022

shortly a fter he immigrated to Palestine in 1909, Yosef Haim Brenner,
one of the pioneers of Hebrew literature and an important Zionist figure,
expressed the radical impossibility embedded in the Zionist desire for Palestine and the ethos of a Jewish homeland: “Who can imagine the pain of the
unfortunate intelligent Jew who comes here, desirous of a different life, more
wholesome, filled with physical labor, the fragrance of the fields—and who,
after a few days, realizes that the dream was false, that the land already belongs
to Arab Christians, that our farmers are but farmers in the abstract, and that
there is no hope here for our people?”35
As Anita Shapira notes, this “traumatic realization that haunted him all
the years of his life in Palestine” created a dubious sense of belonging, manifested by the fact that “Brenner referred to Palestine as ‘my land’ in quotation
marks.”36 The erasure of Arab Muslims in the above quote notwithstanding, I
am interested here in the pain—the physical reaction to what Shapira refers to
as a “traumatic realization” that others inhabit the land. It is a pain that comes
from the sense of a fraudulent desire, a fantasy falling apart; the pain of loss of
what was never there: a home that cannot be realized. Brenner acknowledges
here that a home that can be inhabited only via an act—acts—of violence, a
home that already belongs to someone e lse, does not provide a “wholesome”
sense of belonging.37
This collapsing fantasy of both Brenner and the Zionist deleg ation has to
do with the nature of the land, its being inhabited by someone e lse. But as the
process of settlement evolves, the content and form of both fantasy and its col-

in her analys is of “cruel optimism,” Lauren Berlant identifies “a binding to
fantasies that block the satisfactions they offer, and a binding to the promise
of optimism as such that the fantasies have come to represent.”40 Bringing Berlant’s framework into this context is an effort to identify fantasies of home that
block the very promise of settlement, alongside a binding to the promise of
about Eretz Israel and moves quickly to the reality on the ground—a reality of “ruins” and
“wretched conditions.” The essay is accordingly titled “Truth from Eretz Yisrael” [“Emet
M’eretz Yisrael”], published originally as a series of essays in the Ha’aretz newspaper. After his
fantasies of a “virgin land” crumble, Ahad Ha’am leaves “the land which [he] craved” “with
a broken heart and spirit” (see also Shapira, Land and Power, 42–43). For similar such reports
of fragile belonging, see Baruch Kimmerling, “Sovereignty, Ownership, and ‘Presence’ in the
Jewish-Arab Territorial Conflict: The Case of Bir’im and Ikrit,” Comparative Political Studies 10,
no. 2 (July 1977): 168.
38 S. Yizhar, Khirbet Khizeh, trans. Nicholas de Lange and Yaacob Dweck (London: Granta Books,
[1949] 2011), 26.
39 Quoted in Anita Shapira, “Hirbet Hizah: Between Remembrance and Forgetting,” in Making Israel,
ed. Benny Morris (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2007), 86–87.
40 Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 51.
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lapse change. Above all, the fantasy itself must reckon with one’s active role in
the dispossession of these others.
In 1949, S. Yizhar wrote Khirbet Khizeh, a novella describing the destruction
of a Palestinian village in 1948. In the novella, years a fter the destruction of the
village, its ruins continued to hound t hose passing through them, t hose who,
we presume, took part in its demolition but perhaps also t hose who followed:
“These bare villages, the day was coming when they would begin to cry out.
As you went through them, all of a sudden, without knowing where from, you
found yourself silently followed by invisible eyes of walls, courtyards, and alleyways. Desolate abandoned silence. Your guts clenched.”38 A gut clenching;
nausea. These desolated houses should not, will not, give rest to those who
destroyed them. Several years later, reflecting on the process of writing this
text, Yizhar commented: “When I wrote the story . . . I wrote it as someone
who’d been hurt. Hurt b ecause something happened there that I was completely unable to reconcile myself with. . . . [T]he act of expelling the residents
and blowing up the h
 ouses of the village shook me to the very core. T
 here was
something here that went against my whole outlook on life.”39 Again: unbearable pain that undoes the sense of who one is. A wound in the attachment.
Have the walls stopped crying out by Irit’s time?

41 “Shoot first, cry later” is a cynical phrase often used to refer to Israelis who articulate a left critique based on their own participation in war, occupation, or h
 uman rights violations. Rather
than refusing to “shoot” at all (that is, to participate in the forces that generate political oppression and death), t hese people, so the phrase claims, participate and then criticize. Furthermore,
in their critique, they tend to center on their pain (“cry”), a pain that has been caused by committing injustice and thus rests on a recognition that injustice has indeed been done, but a pain
that comes to take center stage, rather than injustice itself. “Shoot first, cry later” is accordingly
often seen as a token paid for justice rather than an actual fight for justice.
42 However, the passing of a generation may not be necessary for such a shift. Dan Rabinowitz
provides an analysis of memory—collective and personal—that shows the disappearance from
memory of the 1948 Palestinian exodus among those who experienced it directly. He shows how
quickly Haifa’s Jewish residents forgot (or sidelined from their memory) the city being emptied
of Arab presence (“ ‘The Arabs Just Left’: Othering and the Construction of Self amongst Jews in
Haifa before and a fter 1948,” in Mixed Towns, Trapped Communities: Historical Narratives, Spatial Dynamics, Gender Relations and Cultural Encounters in Palestinian-Israeli Towns, ed. Daniel Monterescu
and Dan Rabinowitz [Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2007], 51–64).
43 Edward W. Said, “Zionism from the Standpoint of Its Victims,” Social Text 1 (1979): 7–58.
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t hese fantasies that makes them linger. This lingering means that even though
these fantasies of home hinder settlement, they are not replaced by o thers, and
hence people tend to put down roots in the land nonetheless. As noted, t hese
are fantasies of home that create pain and injury—of o thers, but therefore also
of the self, as in the case of Brenner and Yizhar. And it is not sufficient to dismiss this pain to self as a mode of “shoot first, cry later,”41 because the self is
genuinely coming undone here and is no longer capable of fully inhabiting a
stance or a place. What we see with Irit, with Shavit, with the homeowners in
Stranger in My Home, what I want to understand here, is the very disappearance
of this mode of being undone.
Temporality plays a crucial role in this disappearance. As generations pro
gress, the Nakba disappears from Jewish consciousness and the ability to deny
Israeli violence is perfected.42 This is a claim I s hall problematize in this chapter but that has truth to it; as we are bordering questions of the collective
psyche, explanations can—must—remain inconsistent. Irit, unlike her grand
mother (or we can say: unlike Fenster’s mother, or Yizhar), did not have an active part in dispossession, did not see it in its eventual form. She may not even
have seen the more intimate reminders of Palestinian lives—the bed, the table,
the picture frames—as her parents disposed of them at some point. She could
therefore sideline it, dissociate it from herself. And, moreover, it was never
“hers” in the same way (Said would say the same t hing about how he relates to
this violence from the point of view of its victims).43 But when Soraya knocks
on her door, Irit’s own reality as a settler becomes inescapable, and she has to

Appropriating the Colonized Home
“Home” means more than just the narrow confines of one’s apartment; it also
implies a sense of belonging to the immediate surroundings, to the neighborhood
in which we w
 ere born, to the people who live next door, to the places where we
grew up, went to school and played. “Home” is the sum total of all the physical
and social components that form the flesh and bones of the built-up area; and
the relation between those components provides the background that permits
the satisfaction of our desires and contributes to the residents’ pride in the place
where they live—or leaves them empty, lonely, frustrated, and uninvolved.
—R am Karmi

In this piece,46 Ram Karmi, a famous Israeli architect of the “second generation” who at the time also served as chief architect in the Israeli Housing and
44 This is a paraphrase of Wolfe’s claim that the logic of elimination (of the native) is the principle
of settler colonialism, but Wolfe’s claim is also the logical outcome of this point: if settler colonialism must eliminate its own traces as a colonial project in order to succeed (see next note),
then the native cannot be seen, i.e., must be eliminated.
45 Patrick Wolfe, Traces of History: Elementary Structures of Race (New York: Verso Books, 2016); Raef
Zreik, “When Does a Settler Become a Native? (With Apologies to Mamdani),” Constellations 23,
no. 3 (2016): 351–64.
46 Ram Karmi, “Human Values in Urban Architecture,” in New Trends in Urban Planning: Studies in
Housing, Urban Design and Planning, ed. Dan Soen (Oxford: Pergamon Press), 159.
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come to terms with the violence that is nonetheless at the foundations of her
political existence. If settler colonialism is a political project whose logic is its
own elimination44—a project whose success is dependent on its ability to hide
its own structure, bury its traces, and reemerge as a national project45—then at
this moment the project should have failed.
My desire to see Irit vomiting in response to this moment is a desire to see
her simultaneously recognizing and refusing her role as a settler. It is a desire
to see a bodily reaction (much like Brenner’s or Yizhar’s pain) to the loss of the
fantasy of home—that is, of identity, a place, a world. The failure to vomit is a
failure to both recognize and refuse, or (which might be just another way of saying the same thing) proof that the fantasy is in fact a different one and that the
self has already accepted its role as a settler. Rather than a failure in the order
of desire, as we see in the analogy of the bride, it attests to a desire that is already embedded into and cannot be undone by this violence’s resurfacing. This
is where I end this chapter. What follows is a fragmented account of the process
through which this attachment that is intertwined with violence is produced.

47 Eyal Weizman, Hollow Land: Israel’s Architecture of Occupation (London: Verso Books, 2007), 32, 36.
48 R. Karmi, “Human Values in Urban Architecture,” 163.
49 According to Alona Nitzan-Shiftan, this shift “from the Arab village to Mediterranean architectural,” which was “engrained in a larger architectural culture, . . . relieved the Israeli architect of
the disturbing conflict between admiration of native architecture and disregard for the larger
Palestinian culture that produced it.” Alona Nitzan-Shiftan, “The Israeli ‘Place’ in East Jerusalem: How Israeli Architects Appropriated the Palestinian Aesthetic a fter the ’67 War,” Jerusalem
Quarterly 27 (2006): 24. Although see Alexandra Nocke, The Place of the Mediterranean in Modern
Israeli Identity (Leiden: Brill, 2009), for a more complicated analysis of Mediterranean identity
in Israel. See also Allweil, Homeland, 5ff.
50 Weizman, Hollow Land, chapter 1; Nitzan-Shiftan, “Israeli ‘Place’ in East Jerusalem”; Haim Yacobi and Hadas Shadar, “The Arab Village: A Genealogy of (Post)colonial Imagination,” Journal
of Architecture 19, no. 6 (2014): 975–97. Haim Yacobi, however, shows that the “importance of
the house as a source of a collective sense of identity and belonging, as a means of transforming
immigrants into ‘natives,’ ” was addressed rather by a tendency of modernization in architecture
when it came to Mizrahi Jews (migrating from Arab countries). This allowed distancing the
house/home from the local architectonic style and its inhabitants from their Arab tradition
(Haim Yacobi, “Architecture, Orientalism, Identity: The Politics of the Israeli-Built Environment,” Israel Studies 13, no. 1 [2008]: 105). The Arab house as an “imprint of the locality” is an
ethno-economic privilege. I will return to this point later.
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Construction Ministry, tries to decipher the key to transforming houses into
homes, to design a city, a neighborhood, a building that generates a sense of
belonging. For Karmi, this is a way of addressing what he identifies as a crisis
of blending in migrant societies. The problem to be addressed, then, is the
creation of roots and what Karmi refers to as the “imprint of the locality”
where those roots are missing. As Eyal Weizman remarked in this context,
architecture here seeks to carry an “emotional message” rather than mere
functionality, to construct “homes” rather than “housing.”47 And since roots
are at stake, Karmi argues, cities cannot be planned “on, as it were, a blank
sheet of paper.”48 To become a “home,” the house must be constructed in a
dialogue with the history of the place. Karmi immediately generalizes this history as “Mediterranean,” thereby detaching it from its immediate Palestinian
context (a familiar technique),49 and yet, as several theories of architecture
have shown, the “Mediterranean” architecture he takes as his model is very
clearly Palestinian, inspired primarily by the vernacular architecture of East
Jerusalem.50
A number of scholars have now written about this process through which
Israeli architecture shifted in its attitude to “locality.” The effort to protect,
preserve, and even mimic Palestinian vernacular architecture as a mode of establishing an Israeli locality followed an almost opposite tendency that endeav-

when explaining this tendency to adapt Palestinian vernacular architecture, Haim Yacobi speculates that the fascination with “the Arab h
 ouse”
was dependent on the expulsion of the inhabitants of these houses, which rendered them “available” for Jewish cultural appropriation. This created a gap between the physical construction (the ruin) and its past residents. A ruin rather
than a Palestinian village, its h
 ouses can reemerge on the cultural surface not
as homes of t hose who were expelled (and are sometimes merely miles away)
but as homes belonging to Jews who presumably inhabited them (or the space)
in some ancient past. Paradoxically, then, it is the destruction that clears Israelis
from moral responsibility. In Sharon Rotbard’s words, “the ruin had always been

51 Yacobi and Shadar, “Arab Village,” 977. The quote is from an article from an urban construction
magazine called Habinyan (the building). The article then observed that “people are no longer
captivated by the Oriental appearance. Anyway, we have relinquished the Oriental character
created by the construction of domes and arcades. This reaction is necessary as well as suitable
to the real demands of Jewish taste” (977–78).
52 Quote from the first issue of the architectural magazine Habinyan; quoted by Yacobi and Shadar,
“Arab Village,” 978. For an analysis of this process, its paradoxes, and its rationales as they pertain to Jerusalem, see also Nitzan-Shiftan, “Israeli ‘Place’ in East Jerusalem”; Danna Piroyansky,
Ramle Remade: The Israelization of an Arab Town 1948–1967 (Haifa: Pardes, 2014); Weizman, Hollow
Land, chapter 1; Yacobi, “Architecture, Orientalism, Identity.” All these sources also place this
shift in a wider tendency in architecture worldwide.
53 R. Karmi, “Human Values in Urban Architecture,” 164.
54 Ram Karmi, “Merkaz HaNegev: Architecture of Shade” [in Hebrew], Kav 3 (1965); quoted in
Yacobi and Shadar, “Arab Village,” 984.
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ored to move the landscape westbound and to import European architectonic
trends as part of developing a “European taste.”51 According to Haim Yacobi
and Hadas Shadar, this incorporation of the Palestinian landscape into Jewish
Israeli identity only began a fter 1948, culminating in the late 1960s and early
1970s (after the 1967 war). Accordingly, if in 1938 the dominant Israeli approach
was that “the Arab village is not a model for replication by us,”52 by 1977, the
Arab village or city became (for Karmi and o thers) the primary route allowing
Jews to develop “connections, roots, identity, and the imprint of the locality”
in Israel/Palestine.53 Indeed, Karmi explicitly claimed that being “a harmonious
part of its surroundings,” the Arab village, unlike many tendencies in Israeli
architecture, “feels ‘at home.’ ”54 As Jewish Israelis, we learned to feel at home in
Palestinian ruins.

A multitude of houses were being destroyed in front of my very eyes. I asked
for an explanation and was told that the army had gradually demolished an
abandoned village for the past five or six years. For security reasons, it was
decided that the h
 ouses should be razed. . . . I decided to get a closer look,
and since I was a senior official of the Ministry of the Interior, my request
to halt the explosions was granted. Thus, I was able to recognise, being an
architect and an artist, that it was no ordinary Arab village, but rather an
historical site . . . And indeed, Roman ruins were discovered there. . . . Undoubtedly, other archaeological remains are yet to be discovered. However,
it is reasonable to think that in ancient times it was inhabited by Jews.58

55 Sharon Rotbard, White City, Black City: Architecture and War in Tel Aviv and Jaffa, trans. Orit Gat
(London: Pluto Press, 2015), 133.
56 For a more systematic analysis, see James Eastwood, Ethics as a Weapon of War: Militarism and Morality
in Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017); Anat Matar, “What Enables Asa Kasher” [in
Hebrew], Mita’am 6 (2006): 121–42. I return to this point in part III.
57 See discussion in the epilogue of this part: “A Phenomenology of Violence.”
58 Quoted in Yacobi and Shadar, “Arab Village,” 987. Yacobi further notes that “Janco’s initiative
has inspired many architects and urbanists who started to appreciate the ‘authentic’ value of the
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but a ruin—that way one could forget that it had actually been a house once
inhabited.”55 Violence and morality thus become inseparable.56
But while the availability of h
 ouses was surely important, something e lse
is at play with the fact that the appropriation of “Arab” architecture followed
the Nakba. This temporal proximity also means that the attachment to the
 ouses,
Palestinian landscape and space was an attachment to largely destroyed h
if not to destruction itself or the conditions of violence that brought it about.
Whereas this obviously reflects Orientalist desire, and whereas it is true that
destruction was aestheticized to decontextualize its violent context,57 something additional occurs here. What we see in this attachment is the possibility that political identity is constructed, not despite destruction, beside it,
through overcoming it, or ignoring it, but through and by means of destruction itself.
“Once, when I climbed Mount Carmel in search of a suitable area for a park,
I suddenly heard loud explosions,” famous architect and Dada painter Marcel
Janco has recounted. Janco was in charge of conducting a landscape inventory
survey for the state and of planning national parks during the 1950s. In this
role, he was able to see the destruction of the Palestinian village Ayn Hawd—to
become the Jewish village Ein Hod—but also to stop it in its midst:

‘abandoned’ villages and neighborhoods” (“Architecture, Orientalism, Identity,” 111). In other
sources, Janco refers to this moment as a “discovery.” Janco used this expression even though the
villages’ original inhabitants resided merely 1.2 miles away, in an unrecognized village they established after they were denied the possibility of return (it is probably these inhabitants whom
the quote refers to as “infiltrators”). The discursive mechanism of “discovery” is a well-known
justificatory tool in imperial formations. However, here it has a unique variant: the village has
been serving various purposes for Israel itself—from temporary housing for Jews who had to
abandon their homes during the war to a site for military drills in “constructed zones”—and yet
it is only at the moment of destruction, as demolition takes place and as loud explosions can be
heard, that its beauty can be “discovered.”
59 As Susan Slyomovics shows, the ruins in t hese artists’ colonies have been “reinforced by inserting hidden iron bars to maintain the sentimental look and mood of vernacular architecture
frozen in time at the last stages of decay.” The ruin had to be preserved as such, and even created
if needed, for the sake of “sentiments” and “mood” (Slyomovics, Object of Memory, 51).
60 Nadia Abu El-Haj, Facts on the Ground: Archaeological Practice and Territorial Self-Fashioning in
Israeli Society (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001).
61 Gastón R. Gordillo, Rubble: The Afterlife of Destruction (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2014), 1.
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Several things should be noted regarding these words. First, we see here, once
again, a Jewish past that transpires through destruction: the Arab house, having been destroyed, can be replaced with a Roman ruin and then with biblical
Jewish inhabitants. Second, destruction here is not a matter of the past but an
ongoing state: As the case of Ayn Hawd/Ein Hod makes exceptionally clear,
the materiality of the Arab ruin had to be preserved to withstand this aesthetic
quality of ruination.59 Furthermore, it had to be preserved as destroyed: Only a
destroyed Palestinian house can be categorized as “antique” and come to represent a Jewish biblical ruin. Only then can it become a relic that is attached
in some collective unconsciousness to a certain Jewish continuum in which
“antiques” are always reminiscent of Jewish presence.60 But since it is not really
possible “to separate older ruins from new ones,”61 the Palestinians’ ruination
becomes constitutive of Israeli identity. Indeed, those who came to populate
these houses—in Ein Hod, Jerusalem, Jaffa, Safad, or Acre—did not come to
inhabit “biblical houses”; explicitly, these houses are referred to as Arab houses.
With this term, something in the active destruction enacted by Israel remains
present in these traces. Finally—and this may be the most important point for
me here—in these words of Janco we see quite bluntly that the attractiveness
of the Palestinian (“Arab”) house emerges during the acts of demolition itself and is
sustained through keeping it at least partly destroyed.

Home and Away

62 Yves Winter, “Violence and Visibility,” New Political Science 34, no. 2 (2012): 198.
63 I want to thank Michal Givoni for this analogy.
64 Winter, “Violence and Visibility,” 202.
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We can point to two main mechanisms often seen as necessary for the endurability of violence, as they create a distance between violence and the self (see
theoretical overview). The first is dissociation (refusing to see this violence as
having anything to do with myself or my identity), and the second invisibility (refusing to see this violence at all). By anchoring this chapter thus far in
the Jewish Israeli making-of-home within the depopulated Palestinian home,
I have questioned the possibility of dissociating the self from violence. Since
home is the place where the self is formed and a part of who one is, if this home
carries violence within its walls, this violence somehow becomes part of what
defines the self. In the following sections, by scaling up the lens from the concrete home to the homeland and, specifically, to the Israeli landscape, I turn to
questioning the related mechanism of invisibility.
Much along the lines of my critique concerning dissociation, Yves Winter
offers a critique of the claim that violence can endure only as long as it remains
hidden or denied. Rather than a framework in which “invisibility . . . allows
violence to be repeated and reproduced,” he proposes we see “repetition and
reproduction [of violence]” as the source of its endurance.62 Winter refers to the
repetition and reproduction of violence as that which then produces its invisibility: because it is t here constantly, it becomes transparent. We are familiar
with similar claims from critical discussions concerning humanitarian work:
overexposure to representations of human suffering can lead to apathy, overload, and, with them, forms of not seeing.63 And yet instead of “invisibility” we
might want to talk h
 ere about “normalization”—a significant distinction, as the
visual field is not re-called upon in order to mark a presumed absence of that
which is there. Either way, Winter’s proposition rests on the same skepticism:
it questions the assumption that people do not resist o rders of violence because
they do not see them or know about them and proposes that this assumption
“rests on a mistaken view of the public sphere, a view that assumes that making
evil visible will necessarily lead to its eventual eradication.”64 Therefore, I now
move to the Israeli landscape to argue that violence is both there and seen. In
this argument, the ruin w
 ill replace the standing, repopulated h
 ouse in order to
make the same argument concerning the appropriation or even embrace of vio
lence from a different perspective. Let us begin, however, with the more com-

mon understanding of violence’s endurance as rooted in some form of invisibility or willful blindness.

65 Quoted in Rotbard, White City, Black City, 71. In Altneuland, Herzl described Jerusalem as “yet a miserable provincial town.” In its streets, “shouting, odors, a flurry of dirty colors, crowds of ragged people
in narrow, musty lanes, beggars, sick people, hungry c hildren, screeching w
 omen, shouting tradesmen. The once royal city of Jerusalem could have sunk no lower.” The travelers “were revolted.” A
“miserable railway” led to the city, and “the landscape through which they passed was a picture of
desolation.” Theodor Herzl, Altneuland (1902), trans. D. S. Blondheim, Jewish Virtual Library, [accessed August 2019], https://www.j ewishvirtuallibrary.org/q
 uot-altneuland-q
 uot-theodor-herzl,
book I, chapter 6.
66 Leshem, Life after Ruin, 50
67 Herzl used classical colonial tropes, such as describing the future Jewish state as “a portion of a
rampart of Europe against Asia, an outpost of civilization as opposed to barbarism” (Theodor
Herzl, The Jewish State [New York: Dover Publications, 1989], 96).
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when theodor herzl arrived in Palestine in 1898, he neither became
nauseated nor was he in pain, but he instead contracted an eye infection (an
outcome, perhaps, of the “dirt [that] resides in [Jerusalem’s] stinky streets”).65
This intriguing combination, in which one craves a place they find so disgusting, may reflect the ambivalent structures of desire identified by Berlant or
Brown, but for now I want to focus on the bodily response to the existential contradiction. The eye infection, rather than some more internal pain, is almost
too perfect as a metaphor here. It embodies, first, a superficial crisis (limited to
the retina) and, second, a crisis that can be solved by modes of invisibility: a refusal to see the violence that takes place allows this violence to endure without
troubling the self-image of the liberal individual.
Even though for Herzl, too, the “moment of encounter between dream
and land” was “a moment of crisis,”66 this moment did not easily shatter his
Zionist fantasy, perhaps b ecause his fantasy was itself somewhat colonial.67
Whereas it was clear to him that others inhabited the land—a land that could
accordingly no longer be seen as “empty” or “virgin”—those others could be
easily transformed into European-like people in his imagination. Those would
join a diverse, yet Western-oriented society that could work as part of the
imperial landscape. Haifa could thus become, in his phantasmatic descriptions of Palestine, a place easily mistaken for “some Italian port” or the French
Riviera. In the city, “brilliant Oriental robes mingled with the sober costumes
of the Occident, but the latter predominated.” Therefore, even though there

68 Herzl, Altneuland, book II, chapters 1, 2. Importantly, it was Haifa that could appear as modern
and normal. The first visit described in the book focuses on another city: Jerusalem. But Jerusalem was too tangled up in what Ernst Simon would later refer to as “the immense weight of the
historic Jewish landscape and tradition.” Upon seeing it, Friedrich, the protagonist of Altneuland, felt compelled to cry “Jerusalem!” but he could not quite understand “why the sight of this
strange city affected him so powerfully.” Jerusalem brought the memories of religious ceremonies
from his childhood, which created a mixture of personal (familial) and collective past (“suddenly
he saw himself a little boy g oing to synagogue with his father”). This past is contrasted with the
individualized, secularized present, wherein “faith was dead . . . , youth was dead, his f ather was
dead.” And thus, while he could not but burst into tears as he saw the city’s walls, he could find
“nothing in common with t hese traffickers in the national misfortune.” Jerusalem was both too
religious and too rooted in the East to fit into Herzl’s utopia. It could never be normalized. Ernst
Simon, “What Price Israel’s ‘Normalcy’? A Young Nation and Its Ideals,” Commentary 7 (1949): 47;
Herzl, Altneuland, book I, chapter 5.
69 Raef Zreik, “Theodor Herzl (1860–1904): Sovereignty and the Two Palestines,” in Makers of
Jewish Modernity: Thinkers, Artists, Leaders, and the World They Made, ed. Jacques Picard, Jacques
Revel, Michael P. Steinberg, and Idith Zertal (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016),
46–60.
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 ere “many Chinese, Persians and Arabs in the streets,” “the city itself seemed
w
thoroughly European.”68
The novel Altneuland, from which the above descriptions are taken, shows
how this apparatus of homemaking takes shape through violence, blindness,
and conflicted desires. The story is of two imagined journeys to Palestine
separated by twenty years, during which the protagonists travel in both the
Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean, while the land changes its face, if not
its geographical orientation. From “a most disagreeable” place, characterized
by dirt and neglect, bad smells, and loud shouts, it is transformed by Zionist
presence into Europe in the Mediterranean. Much like Herzl, whose vision
may have been blurred by the eye infection, Herzl’s protagonists do not see
this transformation in the making, as they travel away, to reside in an island
in the Indian Ocean. They return to Palestine only a fter the transformation—
the movement of the land itself westbound, as it were—has taken place. This
gap, Raef Zreik contends, “is the condition of possibility for the Jewish state to
emerge.” In this gap resided “the dirty demographic job that still allows Herzl
to maintain his surface liberalism.”69 But the need to not see shapes what one can
want and how one can want it; it makes some modes of being and staying structurally impossible. Dimitry Shumsky observes that “home” in Altneuland is made through
constant movement, if not as mobility, “established on the journey, or more
precisely—as the journey”—to the extent that “there is no [more] clear distinc-

zreik’s claim that “the condition of possibility” of the Jewish state is the
ability to not see the “dirty work” of cleansing the land (an ability that bridges
violence and liberalism) echoes a large body of literature that I assembled in
the theoretical overview under the title “dissociation.” This body of literature
explains the endurance of political violence of perpetrators or beneficiaries by
pointing to various manners in which violence is distanced from the self (po
litical or individual). The very basic claim is that violence can endure as long as
it remains denied, unseen, or detached from the self. Accordingly, Zionism is
often described as a vast political project of erasing the Palestinian landscape,
history, and presence. This project of erasure included a destruction of Palestinians’ homes during and in the aftermath of 1948–49 to prevent the return
of refugees;72 foresting the ruins of Palestinian villages to obliterate them from
the visual field;73 erasing t hose villages from the map by changing the names of
Palestinian sites to Hebrew (often biblical) names;74 recasting relics as belonging to a Jewish past; and erasing the more proximate Muslim and Christian past

70 Dimitry Shumsky, “ ‘This Ship Is Zion!’: Travel, Tourism, and Cultural Zionism in Theodor
Herzl’s ‘Altneuland,’ ” Jewish Quarterly Review 104, no. 3 (summer 2014): 478, 492–93.
71 Rotbard, White City, Black City, 70–72.
72 Farid Abdel-Nour, “Responsibility and National Memory: Israel and the Palestinian Refugee
Problem,” International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 17, no. 3 (March 2004): 339–63; Arnon
Golan, “The Transformation of Abandoned Arab Rural Areas,” Israel Studies 2, no. 1 (spring 1997):
94–110; Morris, Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem, 309ff.
73 Ghazi Falah, “The 1948 Israeli-Palestinian War and Its Aftermath,” 256–85; Tovi Fenster, “Zikaron,
shayachut ve-tichnun merhavi be-yisrael” [Memory, belonging, and spatial planning in Israel],
Theory and Criticism 30 (2007): 189–212.
74 Meron Benvenisti, “The Hebrew Map,” in Sacred Landscape: The Buried History of the Holy Land
Since 1948 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 11–54; Liora Bigon and Amer Da
hamshe, “An Anatomy of Symbolic Power: Israeli Road-Sign Policy and the Palestinian Minority,” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 32, no. 4 (January 2014): 606–21; Joyce
Dalsheim, “Settler Nationalism, Collective Memories of Violence and the ‘Uncanny Other,’ ”
Social Identities 10, no. 2 (2004): 151–70; Nur Masalha, A Land without a People: Israel, Transfer, and
the Palestinians 1949–96 (London: Faber, 1997).
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tion between ‘home’ and ‘away.’ ” 70 Thus, even as part of his colonizing fantasy,
Herzl was unable to settle down in Palestine. Indeed, after his eye was infected,
Herzl tried to expedite his return to Europe. Unable to find a ship leaving Palestine early enough, he embarked on a ship docking in Jaffa’s port and waited
on board for several days until it was ready to leave for Alexandria.71

of archaeological sites.75 All this has been done alongside reviving the past Jewish presence: biblical myths have been attached to concrete loci; archaeological
sites have been constructed to produce a continuum of a Jewish presence in the
land; history has been condensed to and within spatial gravitation points that
are taken to prove and produce Jewish ownership.76
But the tale about Herzl may be a way of arguing that efforts to erase, deny
and dissociate, to not see violence, to outsource it to o thers while one takes a

75 Abu El-Haj, Facts on the Ground; Nur Masalha, The Bible and Zionism: Invented Traditions, Archaeology and Post-Colonialism in Israel-Palestine (London: Zed Books, 2007).
76 A slightly more ambivalent version of this story of denial and resurrection can be found in
Anita Shapira’s account of the debates around the book The Story of Hirbet Hizah. Anita Shapira,
“Hirbet Hizah,” 81–123.
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figures 2.1–2.3. The Hermon River at the edge of the Golan Heights (2.1); Hulata (2.2);
and Katzrin (2.3). What is seen in these scenes of war’s integration into daily life in Israel?
Are those tanks and airplanes still remnants of violence? And if so, which violence? Is it the
violence of Israel during the war or the violence from which it suffered? Is it victory that
is commemorated here or victimhood? Might or survival? And is there any commemoration taking place? Are we reminded of lost lives—and whose lives?—or of vanquishing an
enemy? These are the traces of that which has been destroyed, but also the tools of destruction. Photographs by Oded Balilty. © Oded Balilty/ap/Shutterstock.

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/829497/9781478012863-004.pdf by UNIVERSITY OF SYDNEY user on 05 May 2022

Home in the Ruins
Unlike Herzl, who visited Palestine and immediately left (or had to come and
go so as not to see too much, as in Altneuland), those who stay cannot but see.
Their vision becomes accustomed to violence and their eyes remain clear and
free of infection. A complete denial or erasure of violence is never possible in
contexts of settler colonialism; the violence of the past (if not the present)
confronts us too often, too intimately.
The Israeli visual field is inlaid with remnants of past violence that, in being
part of the daily view, are simultaneously denied and asserted. Israeli tanks or
old military airplanes can be found in parks or playgrounds, and ruins of Palestinian homes often “decorate” serene scenery for hikes or family picnics. The
violence that these remnants constantly remind us of, but with this constant
reminder also make banal, has become an essential part of the personal history
of many who grew up in this place. “When one travels in Israel,” Noga Kadman
writes, “it is almost impossible to avoid seeing piles of stones, ruins, collapsing
walls and structures overgrown with uncultivated almond and fig trees, rolling
terraces crumbling with disuse, and long hedges of prickly cactuses.” 77 T
 hese
scenes of what appears to the willingly blind eye as “uncultivated” beauty (or,
as a more critical account would suggest, as that which has been carefully “preserved and presented as an organic part of the landscape”)78 are woven into the
memories of f amily leisure time, after-school activities, youth mischiefs, or simply being at home. The point, then, is not that we could not see the remnants
of violence, but that we saw them all the time and almost everywhere.

77 Noga Kadman, Erased from Space and Consciousness: Israel and the Depopulated Palestinian Villages of
1948 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015), 1.
78 Hochberg, Visual Occupation, 39.
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trip to the Indian Ocean, are eventually doomed to fail; and when one is forced
to see, one’s eyes become sick, nauseated perhaps, like an effort of the body to
vomit the vision itself by secreting mucus. As noted, however, the larger part of
this chapter seeks to move beyond these mechanisms as a sufficient frame for
explaining living with one’s own violence—not to say that denial, invisibility,
or deferral do not take place, and also not to say that often, t hese mechanisms
necessarily fail, even though they do; but beyond both these arguments, to suggest that we should see that they are insufficient, even misleading at times, as frameworks through which to understand the durability of violence.

at the end of that same paragraph, Benvenisti goes on to claim that,
“The attitude of the Jewish population toward the Arab landscape—
physical and human alike—was a strange mixture of disregard, anxiety, affection, superiority, humanitarianism, anthropological curiosity,
romanticism and above all, European ethnocentricity.” The reduction
of such a plenitude of interests and diversity of motivations to all-
encompassing notions of “white patches” or to the common trope of
“empty land” is illustrative of the broader analytical need for a more

79 Hochberg, Visual Occupation, 37.
80 Stanley Cohen, States of Denial: Knowing about Atrocities and Suffering (Cambridge: Polity
Press, 2001); Stoler, “Colonial Aphasia”; see also Shapira, “Hirbet Hizah.” For further analysis,
see theoretical overview.
81 Meron Benvenisti, Sacred Landscape, 56.
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Many Israelis with whom I spoke about this project insisted that, even
though the destroyed Palestinian houses were there, even though the traces
of the Nakba w
 ere there, even though some of us inhabited those houses,
even though some of our parents or grandparents collected “memorabilia”
that w
 ere left behind by escaping Palestinians (recall the pots and pans, beds
and tables), we could not really see them or, at least, could not understand
what they represented. But of course we could, and we often did. “The par
ameters by which we determine what is or isn’t included within the realm of
the visual is itself a matter open to dispute,” Gil Hochberg reminds us.79 And
even though it is true that we might have narrated t hose objects or landscapes
in ways that have distanced the violence they make visible, blindness is not a
sufficient concept h
 ere. Stoler’s observation that colonial memory is unruly
and that what is remembered and acknowledged is also denied and forgotten, only to be “rediscovered,” might be more appropriate in this context, or
Cohen’s insistence on denial as a mechanism that already assumes preexisting
knowledge.80 Such alternative frameworks call us to see the dialectic of visual
memory, the conflicted and complex relations to facts that cannot be reduced
to a refusal to see or know.
Noam Leshem’s critique of Meron Benvenisti is a telling example in the current context. Benvenisti coined the term white patches to explain how the Arab
landscape was erased as part of the Zionist project: whereas the Jews w
 ere, “of
course, aware of the Arab communities,” he argues, the Arab “towns, villages
and neighborhoods had no place in the Jews’ perception of the homeland’s
landscape.”81 “But,” writes Leshem,
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figures 2.4–2.5. Destruction as beauty: Soreq stream, Jerusalem. Source (top): Israel Antiquities Authorities. Another image on this website notes: “retaining wall of farming terrace, built on ancient wall.” Source (bottom): Yehuda Dagan and Leticia Barda, “Jerusalem,
Upper Nahal Soreq, Survey,” Hadashot Arkheologiyot, October 4, 2009, http://www.hadashot
-esi.org.il/report_detail_eng.aspx?id=1222&mag_id=115.

nuanced approach to the contradictory actualities of colonized space
in Israel/Palestine.82

82 Leshem, Life after Ruin, 52. Leshem quotes Benvenisti from Sacred Landscape, 56.
83 Hochberg, Visual Occupation, 41.
84 Hochberg, Visual Occupation, 41. See also Noam Leshem, “Anti-Erasure: The Survival of Space between Salameh and Kfar Shalom” [in Hebrew], in Place Names and Spatial Identity in Israel-Palestine:
Majority-Minority Relations, Obliviating and Memory, ed. Amer Dahamshe and Yosef Schwartz (Tel
Aviv: Tel Aviv University Press, 2018), 164–65. Leshem argues that focusing on the violence of erasure and neglecting to account for all that has remained takes for granted the success of the endeavor to create a hegemonic space and thus undermines, or refuses to recognize, possibilities of
resistance.
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What Leshem identifies here goes far beyond Benvenisti’s own blind spot—an
inability to see not so much the Palestinian communities themselves but the
fact that they were, indeed, seen. Benvenisti’s need to replace the plurality of
relations to the Palestinian presence with an account of a complete “erasure”
might be a function of his own inability to deal with the implications of seeing
and knowing. After all, it is easier to explain one’s ability to destroy in light of
one’s blindness to destruction and its effects. Perhaps this is why, as we saw, so
much of the critical literature on the Israeli landscape emphasizes erasure and
so much of the literature on Israeli discourse and memory in this context emphasizes blindness. Without these paradigms, an affirmative relation to destruction must be contended with. It is this affirmative relation that I seek to explain
through the work of memory or visibility. What is of interest to me h
 ere, then,
is how a collective can take a form that integrates these remnants of violence
into its identity and how this collective identity then feeds into present, and
ongoing, violence.
My argument in regard to this visual saturation of traces of violence in the
Israeli landscape is similar to, yet crucially different from, Gil Hochberg’s claim
concerning the (necessary) failure to erase the violence of the past: “these repeated attempts to erase, resignify, and evacuate the historical meaning of the
Palestinian ruins . . . nevertheless fail (they are bound to fail) to successfully repress
the haunting impact that these ruins continue to have over Israelis and Israeli
culture,” Hochberg argues.83 This impossibility to erase and deny the past (as well
as the present, we must add) is, according to her, what animates resistance and
what disrupts Zionist narratives.84 At this point, our arguments depart: The last
claim concerning animated resistance as a function of the inevitable visibility of
the past must rest on the idea that the resurfacing of violence interrupts identity,

The Self and Its Violence (Appropriation) and the Parameters of the Argument
What we have seen thus far are modes of appropriating h
 ouses that are both symbolic (the adoption of an architectonic style or the attachment to a landscape)
and material (the occupation of depopulated houses). In both, the home of the
Palestinian—most often a destroyed home—becomes a mark and an anchor of
Israeli identity. “What is more Israeli than an abandoned Palestinian area?” asks
Alona Nitzan-Shiftan. “What conveys local Israeli ambience more than Ein-Hod,
old Jaffa, or Ein Kerem—all populated by artists who incorporated the abandoned
villages into their existence and their lifestyles? These villages of exile, the heart of
Palestinian pain, were transformed by their hands into artists’ colonies, or, more
significantly, into inspirational models for ‘local’ Israeli building.” Hebrew nativity is thus “constructed on the ruins of the localness of the other.”86
It is as if this attachment to a landscape of ruination comes to resolve the
dual crisis of belonging that this chapter has thus far hinged on: the crisis,
identified by Karmi, of a migrant society without roots and the crisis of belonging, depicted in the second section of this chapter, in which one’s place
is revealed to be another’s. If the land is both not-yet-mine (a lack of roots)
and someone e lse’s, identity can be formed in a less conflictual way by entangling my identity with the Palestinian’s, thereby rendering myself indigenous
or indigenous-like.87 Indeed, alongside architectonic style or concrete homes,

85 Hochberg, Visual Occupation, 42.
86 Alona Nitzan-Shiftan, “Seizing Locality in Jerusalem,” in The End of Tradition?, ed. Nezar AlSayyad (London: Routledge, 2004), 236–37.
87 See, for example, Baruch Kimmerling, Clash of Identities: Explorations in Israeli and Palestinian Socie
ties (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010).
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and this is indeed Hochberg’s claim. Yet her words also open the possibility of
making an altogether different argument (again, not to contradict, but to add
to this cyclical destruction): Since, as she says, the “visib le invisibility” of such
traces is “a central feature in Israeli cultural and political imagination,”85 one
cannot simply talk in this context about an interruption of identity; one must
seriously consider the possibility that Israeli identity cannot be separated from
these landscapes of violence. Thus, while some sites of destruction w
 ere erased,
forested, or flattened, o thers became sites of attachment: the “rolling terraces”
and fig trees serving as a picnic site, the pools or semi-destroyed khans in which
children play.

food,88 dress or body language,89 vocabulary,90 names of places,91 symbols,92 and
even local p
 eople93 have been incorporated into the Israeli Jewish identity in an
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88 What is celebrated as authentic Israeli food is often taken from local Arab cuisine: hummus,
labane, falafel. The lineages of culinary heritage and ownership of food have been a matter of
many heated debates, including an escalation into a “hummus war” in 2008. For more, see Nir
Avieli, “The Hummus Wars Revisited: Israeli-Arab Food Politics and Gastromediation,” Gastronomica: The Journal of Critical Food Studies 16, no. 3 (fall 2016): 19–30; Rafi Grosglik, “Organic
Hummus in Israel: Global and Local Ingredients and Images,” Sociological Research Online 16,
no. 2 (June 2011): 1–11; Yonatan Mendel and Ronald Ranta, From the Arab Other to the Israeli Self:
Palestinian Culture in the Making of Israeli National Identity (London: Ashgate, 2016), chapter 3; see
also the interlude to part III of this book.
89 Gil Eyal shows how in the prestate years, hashomer members and other paramilitary organ
izations used to dress up as Bedouins and adopt their appearance. Gil Eyal, The Disenchantment
of the Orient: Expertise in Arab Affairs and the Israeli State (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press,
2006), chapter 2. See below for further analysis.
90 Arabic has been marginalized and derogated in Israeli culture and is taught and perceived mostly
as the language of the e nemy. In a survey quoted by Mendel and Ranta, 50 percent of the participating Jewish citizens reported that hearing Arabic “made them fearful” (From Arab Other to
Israeli Self, 46). However, many Arabic words did find their way into common Israeli vocabulary,
mostly as curses. See Yonatan Mendel, The Creation of Israeli Arabic: Political and Security Considerations in the Making of Arabic Language Studies in Israel (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014).
91 In the course of crafting what Meron Benvenisti refers to as “the Hebrew map,” two processes took
place. The first was an erasure of Arab names, to eradicate any memory of the destroyed places. The
map was meant to erase “in print what had been already eradicated in actuality—or what ‘should have
been.’” But often, a second process took place: the Arab names w
 ere not erased but incorporated and
appropriated. Presumably, this process of Hebrewizing names was a “restoration” of the biblical origin
from what was claimed to be the Arabic distortion of the ancient Hebrew name. Yet actually, in a man ere borrowed, distorted,
ner that at times “bordered on outright falsification,” it was Arab names that w
and adapted to a Hebrew ear without any proven anchor in some ancient “origin.” Benvenisti, Sacred
Landscape, 41, 35.
92 From Jaffa oranges to the very ideal of the sabra, symbols that marked the Arab communities in Palestine were taken to represent the new Jews in Eretz Israel. In this process, many of these symbols
“were validated through a process of reconstructive historical writing.” They were “either given a
Jewish and Zionist identity or were related to biblical and Jewish historical precedents” (Mendel
and Ranta, From Arab Other to Israeli Self, 52). Honaida Ghanim observes that at the edge of this pro
cess, t here is an effort to appropriate indigeneity itself (“On Natives, Specters, and Shades of Ruins”
[in Hebrew], in Indigeneity and Exile in Israel/Palestine, ed. Shaul Seter [Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University
Press, 2014]).
93 Bedouins and Palestinian peasants were seen as embodying modes of living of the ancient Hebrews. “The noble savage meets the biblical Israelite,” Raz-Krakotzkin puts this tendency in a
wider, orientalist perspective (Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin, “Zionist Return to the West and the
Mizrachi Jewish Perspective,” in Orientalism and the Jews, ed. Ivan Kalmar and Derek Penslar

[Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2005], 169). For other contexts, see Rahul Rao, Out of
Time (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020).
94 Mendel and Ranta, From Arab Other to Israeli Self, x. At stake was the possibility to “become ‘natives’ in their new homeland,” which passed through the Palestinian as “a son of the land, rooted
in its landscape” (Benvenisti, Sacred Landscape, 61).
95 Homi Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse,” October 28
(spring 1984): 125–33. Some such accounts include: Ariel Handel, Galit Rand, and Marco Allegra, “Wine-Washing: Colonization, Normalization, and the Geopolitics of Terroir in the West
Bank’s Settlements,” Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 47, no. 6 (June 2015): 1351–67;
Mori Ram, “White but Not Quite: Normalizing Colonial Conquests through Spatial Mimicry,”
Antipode 46, no. 3 (2014): 736–53. For other contexts, see James G. Ferguson, “Of Mimicry and
Membership: Africans and the ‘New World Society,’ ” Cultural Anthropology 17, no. 4 (November 2002): 551–69; Sara Ahmed, “ ‘She’ll Wake Up One of These Days and Find She’s Turned into
a Nigger’: Passing through Hybridity,” Theory, Culture and Society 16, no. 2 (April 1999): 87–106.
96 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Richard Philcox (New York: Grove Press, [1963]
2004), 39. Although it is certainly also about “demolishing the colonist’s sector, burying it deep
within the earth or banishing it from the territory” (6).
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effort to craft a “Jewish-Israeli ‘localness’ and ‘indigenousness.’”94 Almost paradoxically, then, Palestinian presence was taken to produce the same continuum
that was produced by the myth of “empty land” and by the concrete removal of a
long history of Arab presence in Palestine.
The incorporation of local/Palestinian elements into Jewish Israeli identity
is often analyzed alongside Homi Bhabha’s account of colonial mimicking.95
Yet it may also be seen as a colonial reversal of Fanon’s fantasy of decolonization. The latter is not simply a fantasy of demolition or destruction but of
“possession”: “to sit at the settler’s table, to sleep in the settler’s bed, with his
wife if possible.”96 Again: the table, the bed—the furniture through which the
attachment to the home/space becomes tangible. It is a fantasy of—a process
of—replacement; re-place-ment; taking place; taking the place of the settler. (De)
colonization here is not strictly a mode of becoming the other (though see the
analysis of Gil Eyal below) but of appropriating place, belongings, furniture,
wives, as if to ground the act of taking place in the most concrete and intimate
materiality; new political orders as established, or at least symbolized, by moving into someone else’s home, the home of the defeated.
Central to my argument is that the appropriated trace is a trace of violence
and that, through it, violence itself is being appropriated. Thus far, I have focused on destruction as that which is appropriated; Gil Eyal’s account provides
a different vantage point from which to support this claim. Eyal shows that in
the prestate years, Jewish militant groups tended to corporeally mimic Bed-

eyal’s historical framing, and particularly his focus on the fate of hybrid identities, calls us to draw another important distinction that demarcates
the contours of my argument. In almost all the examples of Arab h
 ouses as objects of desire—or, to return to Karmi’s words, as “imprint[s] of the locality”—

97 Eyal, Disenchantment of the Orient, chapter 2.
98 Shapira, Land and Power, 61.
99 Eyal, Disenchantment of the Orient, 178–79.
100 On the real-estate allure of Arab houses, see Daniel Monterescu, “The Bridled Bride of Palestine: Orientalism, Zionism, and the Troubled Urban Imagination,” Identities: Global Studies in
Culture and Power 16, no. 6 (2009): 643–77.
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ouin fighters. In their effort to shed diasporic passivity and transform themselves into active national figures, they began to embody the militarized form
of those who were often considered enemies.97 As Anita Shapira puts it: what
was adopted and imitated as part of the constitution of a new corporeality were
“the symbols of power . . . : horseback riding, carrying weapons, and wearing a
kaffia headdress.”98
Eyal argues that this form of bodily mimicking disappears after 1948 because,
among several other reasons he lays out, the might of military power could at
that point be attached to the new Jewish nation without passing through Arab
identity. To substantiate this claim, he moves from bodies to homes: in contrast
to the corporeal mimicking through which the Jew sought to resemble an Arab
warrior during the prestate years, in the first years of the state the Arab village
emerged as that which must be maintained separated and controlled. This comparison between Arab bodies to be mimicked and, in the later period, Arab houses
to be enclosed, controlled, and surveilled represents, according to Eyal, a shift
from hybrid identities to rigid boundaries.99 But if we consider this shift from
body to home alongside the architectonic shift delineated earlier, which had an
opposite trajectory—from mimicking Western architectonic style to mimicking
Palestinian vernacular architecture—we see that roughly when the Arab village
becomes an inappropriable, enclosed “discursive object,” whose entire logic is
that of securing separations, as Eyal claims, the “Arab h
 ouse” becomes, as Yacobi
and Shadar claim, an object of aesthetic desire and real-estate value.100
I propose that this shift from corporeal to architectonic mimicking is a replacement of one mode of violence (my own, via the other’s) with another (my
own, against the other). The mimicking of Arab militarism is replaced with an
attachment to the spaces of their defeat—the destroyed h
 ouse or the evicted one.

101 Although in the case of Ramle, Piroyansky’s analysis shows how, despite the desire to “purify”
the “Oriental Jews” from “Arab elements in their existence,” this was not translated to moving
them out of the depopulated Palestinian h
 ouses to modern (“European”) housing complexes. It
was rather the more well-off Ashkenazi immigrants who managed to move to the new neighborhoods. The immigrants from North Africa and Iraq stayed in the Old City, on Arab property
(Piroyansky, Ramle Remade, 177–83). The Old City, however, has remained a site of neglect and
poverty and was not elevated to the real-estate or cultural status of the previously Arab neighborhoods of Jaffa or Jerusalem.
102 Yacobi, “Architecture, Orientalism, Identity,” 112.
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these houses were either destroyed enough to become part of the “landscape”
or repopulated by Ashkenazi Jews. In the many examples in which Mizrahi
Jews were settled (as a state project) or chose to settle (often as infiltrators)
in Arab h
 ouses, neighborhoods, and villages, t hese sites w
 ere soon marked as
areas of criminality and disorder to be “modernized” (see epilogue for part I).101
Unlike refugees from Eastern and Western Europe, the Mizrahi Jews carried
the “risk” of (re)immersing themselves in their Arab identity, which threatened their incorporation into the Zionist project. Therefore, they were often
evicted—quickly or slowly—from the Arab houses, which either remained in
their state of ruin, were erased to become large-scale real-estate projects, or
were repopulated by Ashkenazi Jews who could presumably “ ‘understand’ and
‘appreciate’ the ‘local’ landscape.”102 Ongoing projects of ruination must therefore be understood not just alongside national grids but also within ethnic and
class ones, subjected to identity-based differentiations alongside economic interests (gentrification and development). They should also be mapped across
the long duress in which they take place, when different points in history tell
a different story. This means that the position of the settler cannot be thought
of in the singular. The analysis here focuses on one position within a larger
mosaic (others will be considered in other parts of this book, but even in its
totality, this book provides only a partial image). But what this particularity makes clear, and this is what is significant for me here, is that appropriation was dependent on a presupposed notion of separation and was therefore
a privilege of particular ethnic (and classed) groups in Israel. Hybridity was
never the goal but was rather that which must be overcome. In this sense, too,
appropriation was fully dependent on destruction: the destruction of social
identities, particularly of Mizrahi Jews, and of life and property, particularly of
Palestinians, although the two sides of this equation often flow into each other.
From Karmi to Janco to Eyal, we therefore see different fragments illustrating the processes through which a particular Israeli identity was forged of
which violence is a constitutive element. Accordingly, when violence presents

itself, when it becomes undeniable, such as when a Palestinian knocks at the
door, it no longer destabilizes, undoes, or fractures the sense of self—one’s image
of oneself or even one’s sense of justice.

Dafna Levin presents a concise summary of the two roles that the Palestinian
ruin—the hirbe—plays in Israeli political discourse, both of which were demonstrated throughout this chapter: it is either (i) an object of complete erasure
that seeks, first, to hide traces of violence and, second, to dismantle the specter
of return it holds or (ii) a romanticized “antique,” an oriental, naturalized, historicized, appropriable, cherished “decoration” for a Jewish claim to the land.
In its first role, the hirbe makes visible a history of violence and dispossession
and must therefore stay out of sight; in its second role, it becomes an object of
attachment.103 This chapter sought to problematize this neat analytic separation. It wondered whether it is possible that as well as (i)—a remnant and trace
of violence and destruction—the ruin becomes an object of attachment, part
of one’s identity and belonging to a place and a community.
My argument here sought to point to both a historical and a structural
mode of being attached to t hese traces of violence. The claim that the object
of attachment (the house, the home, the landscape) indeed carries violence
within it still requires justification. Except for the case of Janco’s words, vio
lence does not appear here at the moment of its arrival, as an event, but is
rather embedded in traces, as a residue or excess that cannot fully be done
with. Moreover, the attachment I seek to identify is (probably) most often not
experienced as an attachment to violence. In Salt of This Sea, Irit, like so many
others who came to occupy the homes (the land) of others, does not feel the
violence embedded in her position and does not see herself as committing acts
of violence (though see DeKoven’s, Madame Nielsen’s, or Rice’s understandings of their colonial presence in the interlude to this chapter). Indeed, the
violence of Irit’s mode of belonging probably cannot be seen as an “act.”
Nevertheless, the experience of violence or lack thereof is to be differentiated from a phenomenology of violence; the latter can point to violence that
is there despite being absent from experience. The epilogue that follows will
engage with such a phenomenology to better articulate the violence that the

103 Daphna Levin, “Our H’irbe: The Representation of Arab Ruins in Israeli Culture” [in Hebrew],
Yisraelim 6 (2014): 53–67.
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Conclusion and Beyond

104 Merav Amir and Hagar Kotef, “Normal” [in Hebrew], Mafte’akh 9 (2015): 111–31.
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current chapter sought to identify. For now, it is important to note that the
gap between the experience and the phenomenology of violence means that
finding a home in a ruin is not a cruel rejoicing in the face of suffering or a
sadistic pleasure in inflicting pain on others (compare with the cruelty model
in the theoretical overview). It means that Irit can be genuine when she asserts that “it is so sad” that Palestinians “left” in 1948, that her attachment
to a site that represents such a g reat loss to o thers is not necessarily a cele
bration of their loss and her triumph. Still, an “I” emerges in this process that
can only see herself via destruction.
Irit (to stay with the allegory) grew up in a home that is a trace of violence—a
constant reminder of past violence that in its saturated presence constantly
reminds, but in so doing also banalizes, the Nakba. The point goes beyond the
claim that this banalization, this normalization, depoliticizes and dehistoricizes violence.104 The point is that this violence has been integrated into Irit’s
identity—it is part of her sense of selfhood, part of her childhood memories,
part of how she defines herself. Perhaps this is why she fails to feel an existential nausea when the knock on the door comes: this knock does not undo who
she is but ultimately, even if despite herself, confirms it. Accordingly, when
(if ) a moment of confrontation presents itself, this violence is likely to be embraced rather than renounced, and with it, one’s identity as a settler.
It may be the case that Irit ends up having an affair with Marwan; it may
be that this affair shifts altogether how she sees the possibility of sharing her
home and homeland. It may be that they just become friends; that she travels to Ramallah, that she meets his family, that through these encounters she
slowly changes her mode of attachment. But this is not how Irit of Salt of This
Sea concludes her relations with her Palestinian “guests” on screen. At some
point, Soraya demands that Irit confront the past violence. “Admit this is
mine, that you took it away from me,” she says. But Irit does not admit. She
also does not become nauseated. Rather than vomiting, Irit threatens to call
the police. Her choice, facing the Palestinian call, is to summon more violence.
Farid Abdel-Nour argues that, confronted with the reality of their past (and
present, I keep having to add), Israelis face two options: “either a w
 holesale rejection of their national identity or a rejection of their very humanity.” The first
would push to “conversion and rehabilitation, so that they can wash off every
trace in themselves of the kinds of persons who could have committed the criminal deeds.” The second is to “embrace their own criminality wholeheartedly

ari shavit interviewed Edward Said for Ha’aretz in 2003. Above, we saw his
efforts to negotiate Said’s call for recognizing past injustice, a call that he posits,
much like Soraya, as the grounds from which any process of reconciliation and/
or decolonization can begin. We saw Shavit’s refusal, somewhat similar to Irit’s, to
acknowledge his role in dispossession by “distorting” or “disabling” Said’s words.
By 2013, in his book My Promised Land: The Triumph and Tragedy of Israel, Shavit
no longer remodels knowledge so as not to confront his responsibility as we saw
in story II above. He faces Israeli violence directly. Writing about the massacre
that took place in 1948 in the then-Palestinian city of Lydda, he does not try to
explain it away as an isolated incident or an accidental event. This was, he says
with somewhat surprising honesty, “an inevitable phase of the Zionist revolution
that laid the foundation for the Zionist state. Lydda was an integral part of our
story.”107 When he looks at it candidly, Shavit confesses, “I see that the choice is
stark: either reject Zionism b ecause of Lydda, or accept Zionism with Lydda”—
crucially, not despite Lydda, but with Lydda.108 This is “a reality [he] cannot contain”: “I am not only sad, I am horrified,” he states. And yet only half a paragraph
later, Shavit’s horror is replaced by acceptance. Those who committed the massacre should not be condemned by “Israeli liberals” with “bleeding hearts” who
“enjoy the fruits of [these commanders’] deeds.” “If need be,” he therefore concludes, “I’ll stand by the damned.” Shavit, then, begins with marking his sadness
and even horror, but t hese seem to be tokens that can very easily be dismissed. If
we thought that his heart bled as he faced an uncontainable reality that made him
“not only sad” but “horrified,” this is not the case. What could have been a mark of
a conflicted self—a heart that is torn or injured—is actually not his, and it is t hose

105 Farid Abdel-Nour, “Responsibility and National Memory: Israel and the Palestinian Refugee Problem,” 355.
106 Memmi, Colonizer and the Colonized, 87.
107 Ari Shavit, My Promised Land: The Triumph and Tragedy of Israel (Melbourne: Scribe Publications,
2014), 131.
108 Shavit, My Promised Land, 131.
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without any tension or difficulty.”105 Whereas the terminology here seems to me
somewhat flattened, the idea stands: coming to terms with the violence embedded into the very logic of one’s national existence requires either a complete
undoing of identity or a nonconflictual embrace of violence. The latter may be
“a more logical attitude, materially more coherent than the tormented dance of
the colonizer who refuses and continues to live in the colony.”106

i moved back to Israel in 2012 after living in the United States for almost
eight years, just in time for “Operation Pillar of Defense,” the Israeli Defense
Forces’ (idf) name for that particular round of military strikes on Gaza. I
left Israel in 2015, after the 2014 war they called “Protective Edge.” I remember sitting in a café in a northern neighborhood of Tel Aviv, just a few days
after returning. The neighborhood is typified by its bourgeois, generally left-
leaning demographic. At the two tables next to me there were two people, a
man and a w
 oman, who seemed to be unfamiliar with each other. One was
reading the newspaper, the other asked for the sports section, and a conversation developed. They quickly arrived at the conclusion that (I am quoting
from memory) “if the world blames us for committing crimes against humanity in Gaza we might as well commit genocide and get it all over with.” During
the Nakba memorial ceremony of that year at Tel Aviv University, activists of
the then-new right-wing organization Im Tirtzu (in Hebrew: “if you will it,”

109 Shavit, My Promised Land, 131.
110 Bruce Robbins compares this paragraph to Jack Nicholson’s famous speech in A Few Good Men
(“you cannot handle the truth . . .”) to argue that, in both cases, what transpires is a realization
that the immoral, violent, unacceptable deeds that were done were done to protect and sustain
the self. Therefore, the self cannot renounce what has been done, or at least so he comes to
grasp, “because to do so . . . would be to w
 ill his own undoing” (Robbins, Beneficiary, 143).
111 We can find in Shavit’s words elements from the model of dissociation outlined in the theoretical
overview, such as the notion of a lack of choice as part of a strugg le for survival. And yet, unlike
the typical dissociation strategy, this does not become a discourse of reversed victimhood. Lydda
is depicted explicitly in terms of a massacre. Moreover, unlike the strategy of pointing to one’s
own shock and outrage facing “excessive” violence as a way of reaffirming one’s morality through
expressing horror (akin to what we saw in the dissociation model), Shavit points to the “excessive” violence itself as part of the story of the self. Shavit, even if horrified, does not seek to fix,
condemn, or isolate the massacre. It is the very massacre, he claims, that is part of who he is.
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with the bleeding hearts who should be condemned, rather than the massacre itself or t hose who committed it. “Because I know that if it wasn’t for them, I would
not have been born. They did the dirty, filthy work that enabled my people, myself, my d
 aughter, and my son to live.”109 What seemed to be an existential crisis
(sadness, horror, inability to contain one’s world) is instantly resolved.110 What is
significant h
 ere is not merely the swift switch of positions—from sadness/horror
to the very condemnation of t hose—but also the explicit recognition that Shavit’s
very identity and his ability to “enjoy the fruits” of prosperity are conditioned on
ethnic cleansing.111

112 See video campaign at Naftali Bennett, “No Longer Apologizing” (mafsikim lehitnatzel) [in Hebrew], December 6, 2014, YouTube video, 2:46, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PBN0nq
QX5xo.
113 See B’tselem, “50 Days: More Than 50 C
 hildren: Facts and Figures on Fatalities in Gaza, Summer
2014,” B’tselem, last accessed September 13, 2018, https://www.b tselem.org/2014_gaza_conflict/en
/; B’tselem, “Statistics on Demolition for Alleged Military Purposes,” B’tselem, last updated August 7, 2019, https://www.btselem.org/razing/statistics. The Independent reports higher numbers
of house destructions: Lizzie Dearden, “Israel-Gaza Conflict: 50-Day War by Numbers,” Inde
pendent, August 27, 2014, https://www.independent.c o.uk/news/world/middle-e ast/israel-gaza
-conflict-50-day-w
 ar-by-numbers-9
 693310.html.
114 Program available at “The Stability Initiative” [tochnit ha’arga’a]: A Practical Pathway for the
Management of the Israeli/Palestinian Conflict” [in Hebrew], https://www.inss.org.il/he/wp
-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/01.
115 In the Israeli political system, “basic laws” function as laws of constitutional-like status in the
absence of a fully formed constitution.
116 Justice Minister Shaked has claimed this law “normalizes” the lives of Jewish settlers. Jonathan Lis, “Israel Passes New Law Limiting Palestinians’ Access to Court,” Ha’aretz, July 17, 2018,
https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-knesset-advances-bill-barring-palestinians
-from-petitioning-high-court-1.6271237.
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a fter the famous words of Herzl) surrounded the demonstrators and, mimicking a famous Israeli song, chanted: “we brought Nakba upon you,” ironically
paraphrasing the original words: “we brought peace upon you” (hevenu shalom
alechem). Rather than attacking the demonstrators by denying that the Nakba
ever took place (the common attitude at the time), the right-wing activists
celebrated the fact that it did and perhaps also called for a new one. By 2014,
the right-wing party the Jewish Home (Haba’it Haiehudi) launched a campaign u
 nder the title “no longer apologizing” (mafsikim lehitnatzel).112 This was
four months a fter Israel had killed more than twenty-two hundred Palestinians and destroyed more than eighteen thousand h
 ouses in Gaza.113 Although
not directly so, given the predominant public debate at the time, one could
not but wonder whether the Jewish Home’s campaign was a call to stop apologizing for what Israel had just done in Gaza. The campaign was accompanied
by a concrete program to annex vast parts of the West Bank (all area C territories), thereby making the state of apartheid explicit.114 As I write these
words, in London in the summer of 2018, this plan is being slowly coded
into the Israeli legal system: with the new semi-constitutional law “Israel as
the Nation-State of the Jewish People,”115 the new legislation limiting Palestinians’ access to the High Court of Justice and subjecting them to the municipal Israeli court system,116 the Israeli government’s passage of the “Judea

117 For a detailed analysis of this process, see part III of this book.
118 This book was completed before the announcement of the Trump Plan in January 2020, which
sought to further anchor this process by American support, facilitating its final formalization.
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and Samaria Settlement Regulation Law” that retroactively legalized sixteen
outposts built on privately owned Palestinian land as part of a larger effort to
regularize settlement in the West Bank,117 and the government’s now-official
declaration that no territorial compromise will be considered.118 The nonapologetic approach became an official policy.

